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SUMMARY
Long before the creation of social media, Moses gave the people of Israel instructions for how to come together and behave. We need this now more than ever. 

AT A GLANCE
The community created by Jesus should always be the most welcoming and safest of spaces. Today’s church should be a place where people can feel welcome, make connections, understand God, and let their actions be guided by Christ. 

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s psalm text, see “Our Big, Fat, Hot, Polluted City,” February 25, 2007. 

Be quiet and respectful of the people around you. Turn off your cell phone. Be aware that people are trying to read, do research, and study. No food or drink allowed.
These are the rules for a library, right?
How about this: Cheer loudly for your team, stomp your feet, and clap your hands. Take selfies and post them on social media. After you see a great play, jump to your feet and high-five the people around you. Eat and drink all you want, but try not to spill on the person in front of you.
These are the rules for a sports stadium.
You would never confuse the two, would you? If you follow the rules for a stadium in a library, you’ll be forcibly removed. If you apply the rules of a library to a stadium, people will wonder what’s wrong with you. You’ll get some dirty looks if you tell the sports fans around you to be quiet … so that you can read a book.
Physical spaces have rules. Although none of us follows them perfectly, we know the expectations. Libraries, stadiums, churches, schools, medical offices, workplaces, and homes all have sets of unwritten rules. When the rules are not understood and followed, life becomes chaotic.
Unfortunately, we are now spending more and more time online in spaces called digital platforms. You know them well: Facebook, Instagram, Pinterest, Reddit, Twitter, and others. Because these digital spaces do not have clear rules, they are chaotic. An author and entrepreneur named Eli Pariser says that Twitter is like a “vast, cavernous expanse where there are people talking about sports, arguing about politics, yelling at each other, flirting, trying to get a job all in the same place with no walls, no divisions. … No wonder it’s a mess.”
He’s right. Twitter is a mash-up of a library, a sports stadium, a political rally, and a singles bar. Total chaos.
On the TED Radio Hour, Pariser was interviewed about how we can reshape our digital platforms to be more welcoming and safe. Good physical spaces are almost always structured, he observed, and people understand the rules. “We all know that there are some behaviors that are OK in a bar that are not OK in a library,” he said, “and maybe vice versa.” 
The problem with social media is that people don’t want to follow rules. And the result is the creation of digital spaces that are not welcoming or safe. The online world has become a dangerous place to visit, with rampant cyberbullying, invasion of privacy, identity theft, and offensive images and messages. 
So, what can be done? 
Pariser believes that there are certain qualities of public spaces that can be used in a helpful way on digital platforms: 
· Welcome
· Connect
· Understand 
· Act
If such qualities became the rule in the online world, we would all be much safer and more comfortable. A poll was done with people in 20 countries, and they agreed that they wanted these qualities in their digital spaces.

Moses Understood the Need for Rules
The same is true in the church, and in other religious communities as well. Going back to the book of Deuteronomy, we find Moses instructing the people of Israel to behave in a certain way. He is giving them rules for living together in the promised land. 
First, Moses creates a space where the Israelite will feel welcome. “When you have come into the land,” says Moses, “you shall take some of the first of all the fruit … and you shall put it in a basket and go to the place that the LORD your God will choose as a dwelling” (Deuteronomy 26:1-2).
That sounds simple enough, doesn’t it? In the promised land, the rule is to take a portion of your harvest to the place of worship. If you show up with an offering, you will be welcomed. Pariser says that welcome is the foundation layer, the level where you ask the questions, “Do I feel like I belong here? Do I feel like I’m invited here? Do I feel safe here?” According to Moses, if you take an offering to the place of worship, the answer to all three questions is “yes.”
Next, you connect with the priest and say to him, “Today I declare to the LORD your God that I have come into the land that the LORD swore to our ancestors to give us” (v. 3). That’s the second rule for the place of worship: Connect with the priest. Meet him, tell him where you are coming from, and give him your offering. This connection is so important, person to person.
Then you begin to understand. After the priest takes your offering, you make a statement before God: “A wandering Aramean was my ancestor; he went down into Egypt and lived there as an alien, few in number, and then he became a great nation, mighty and populous” (vv. 4-5). This is such an important story, a sacred history that is shared by all of the people of Israel. This is how people “make meaning together,” says Pariser; it is where people across different groups find common ground. Understanding comes from a shared story.
“When the Egyptians treated us harshly and afflicted us,” you say, as an Israelite, “by imposing hard labor on us, we cried to the LORD, the God of our ancestors; the LORD heard our voice and saw our affliction, our toil, and our oppression. The LORD brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand” (vv. 6-8). This story of liberation is the shared understanding that unites all the people of Israel. It is told each year on Passover, and it continues to inspire people to trust in God’s power and focus on the liberation of the oppressed.
Finally, you act. After setting your offering down before the LORD, Moses says that you “shall celebrate with all the bounty that the LORD your God has given to you and to your house” (v. 11). Yes, you give your offering to God and you celebrate — you celebrate with the priests and also with “the aliens who reside among you” (v. 11). Acts of generosity and celebration should always be inclusive, not exclusive. A safe and welcoming space should include as many people as possible. 
“Humanity moves forward,” says Pariser, “when we find new ways to rely on and understand and trust each other.” Moses knew this long before the invention of social media, which is why he gave the people of Israel new ways to come together and act. 

The Church Today
We need this now more than ever, and we can do it in the life of the church. The key is to welcome, connect, understand, and act.
As we create safe spaces, the first step is always welcome. Members of a church need to be more than friendly — they need to be truly welcoming. Unfortunately, we often go to church with the attitude of a guest, not a host. Consider this mindset: As guests, we are focused primarily on having a good time. We enter the church and look for our friends. We sit where we want to sit, with little regard to making room for others. We listen to the church’s music and decide whether we enjoy it or not. As guests, we are basically consumers, concerned about our personal comfort. The experience is all about us.
How different it is to be a host. In this role, we are focused primarily on serving others. We greet our guests at the door and look to connect them with people they would enjoy. We sit in places that will leave room for others and help them feel comfortable. We pick church music that our guests would like, even if it is not our favorite. As hosts, we are concerned about the comfort of others. The experience is all about them. Church members are continually challenged to act like hosts. 
Then we connect. Some churches have a passing of the peace, which enables worshipers to make a connection with one another. Others begin their services with a prayer of confession and assurance of God’s forgiveness, which restores the connection between worshipers and God. In either case, life-giving connections are made, and we are reminded that we are part of something bigger than ourselves.
Next, we understand. The stories of the Bible help us to make meaning together. They teach us who we are, as well as whose we are. Whether the passage is the story of God liberating the Israelites or Jesus calling the first disciples, we begin to understand that we are part of God’s sacred story. Then the sermon deepens our understanding of how God wants to free us from any kind of captivity, and how Jesus wants us to follow him in faith. The story of God’s saving work began in the distant past, but it continues today — and we are part of it.
Finally, we act. When we gain an understanding that we are God’s people, we naturally want to behave like God’s people. This means that we act in new and different ways. Instead of destroying our enemies, we try to love them. Rather than cursing those who hate us, we pray for them. Instead of plotting revenge, we work on forgiveness. And instead of hoarding our resources, we share them.
We do this not because we are suddenly good and noble people. Instead, it is because our actions are shaped by Jesus, the one who loves, prays, forgives, and generously shares. 
Because we live in a world of chaos, we need calming places to gather and deepen our relationships with God and with each other. Eli Pariser challenges us to create spaces that are a “beautiful place to live … a place we get to know each other. A place you’d actually want not just to visit, but to bring your kids.”
So let’s do it. Let’s create a comfortable place for people to know one another. A place you’d actually want to bring your family. The church will be such a place, as long as we welcome, connect, understand, and act.
—Henry Brinton and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
Brinton, Henry G. The Welcoming Congregation: Roots and Fruits of Christian Hospitality (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press, 2012), 25.
Zomorodi, Manoush. “Eli Pariser: How Can We Reshape Our Digital Platforms To Be More Welcoming Spaces?” TED Radio Hour, July 23, 2021, www.npr.org.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Psalm 91:1-2, 9-16 
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 91 is a lesson about the assurance of God’s protection for those who trust in him, but its specifics are cast in poetic rather than literal language, and to fail to grasp the nature of that language is to miss much of the meaning of this psalm. Two ancient names for Israel’s God — Elyon (“Most High”) and Shaddai (“Almighty”) — open the psalm, and both refer to the mountainous dwelling of Israel’s patron deity, more commonly known by his name in verse 2, Yahweh (“the LORD”). It is impossible to take the words of verses 10 and following literally, and much confusion has come from equating misfortune with punishment. Evil does befall those who trust in God, and the book of Job, among other canonical writings, challenges the notion that evil can be attributed to divine punishment or a lack of faith. The poetry of the Psalter, here and elsewhere, should not be tortured on the Procrustean bed of dogma; the writer of Psalm 91 is expressing the sense of utter security that comes from faith in God using language analogous to the lover’s declaration in the Song of Songs that her boyfriend’s legs “are alabaster columns” (5:15); the words are meaningful but not literal.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Devil’s Favorite Bible Verse. It may be news to some that the devil is well-acquainted with Scripture. In this psalm reading, we find the Bible verse the devil quotes, as detailed in the gospel reading from Luke 4:1-13. Perhaps these verses are among the devil’s favorite because some of them seem so obviously not true. Psalm 91:9-10, for example: “Because you have made the LORD your refuge, the Most High your dwelling-place, no evil shall befall you.” Really? Face it, preacher. It’s patently not true. Yet, this is something many Christians believe. They believe that because they try to live a righteous life, that God will reward and bless them, and keep bad things from happening to them. When bad things do happen, unlike Job, they’re ready to “curse God and die.” Will God protect us (v. 14) and give us a long life (v. 16) just because we go to church every Sunday and try to do the right thing? On the First Sunday of Lent, the preacher can help the congregation begin their Lenten journey by asking congregants to give up their expectations as to how they demand God should act. God is God. That’s the first lesson of Lent. 

Romans 10:8b-13 
What Does the Text Say?
This passage is often taken as a classic summary of Paul’s understanding of the universal call of the gospel: All those who “believe” and “confess” that “Jesus is Lord” will be “justified” and “saved” (vv. 9-10). Such an interpretation is not unwarranted, but needs to be situated within its particular context. Paul’s concern here is not primarily with the expansion of God’s covenant to include Gentiles (or “Greeks,” as in v. 12) within the earlier covenant with Israel, but rather the inclusion of Jews within the new covenant that God establishes with all humanity in Christ (see 10:1-4). That there is now “no distinction between Jew and Greek” (v. 12) is not the result of God’s treating “Greeks” like “Jews,” but rather of God now relating to “Jews” and all others in the light of what has been done in Christ. It is the gospel which “we proclaim” that now makes clear that the “word” said to be so near to everyone in Deuteronomy, was always, in Paul’s view, “the word of faith” (v. 8) and not some law demanding perfect obedience (which may explain his omission of the final clause, considering it likely to confuse rather than clarify). The hope for all people — both “Jew and Greek” — is found in “call[ing] on the name of the Lord” (v. 13) revealed in “Jesus [who] is Lord” (v. 10), rather than reliance on one’s own works.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Confession Is Good for the Soul. Lent is, among other things, a time when confession plays a huge role in the 40-day journey to Easter morning. The word “confession” is often understood to mean “acknowledging guilt,” or “owning up to a transgression.” But it also means simply to affirm, or acknowledge. The word is used twice in this short text. A sermon appropriate for the First Sunday in Lent is a sermon that reviews what we confess. This might mean taking a look at some ancient creeds. The service might also include not only a prayer of confession (in which the word is used in its ordinary meaning), but also an affirmation of faith, or “confession” of faith. The sermon might address the issue of what confession is required that, without which one could not be considered a Christian. Can we be a Christian and not believe in the virgin birth, the resurrection, the Trinity or the divinity of Christ? Here, Paul seems to suggest that a Christian is one who declares that Jesus is Lord.

Luke 4:1-13 
What Does the Text Say?
Some scholars and preachers have sought to interpret Jesus’ temptations in light of 1 John 2:16. Employing this interpretive tool, the “desire of the flesh” equates with the devil’s test to turn a stone into bread (v. 3); the “desire of the eyes” aligns with the temptation to rule over all the kingdoms of the world (vv. 5-6); and the “pride in riches” [or “pride of life”] purportedly agrees with the devil’s taunt that Jesus will suffer no harm irrespective of whatever suicidal choice he might entertain (vv. 9-11). To be sure, the last correspondence is less obvious in the NRSV, but restating it clarifies the parallel between 1 John and the last temptation. Specifically, the devil hopes Jesus will challenge God, so as to test God and the limits of God’s protection (i.e., the devil attempts to entice Jesus with the claim that God’s “riches” are owed to him). Another classical interpretative approach is to view the temptation narratives literally. In short, the devil appears in physical form to test Jesus. Based on this assumption, Jesus and the devil begin their contest in the wilderness, continue sparring as they travel to some towering summit above the world, and conclude their battle on the pinnacle of the temple in Jerusalem. However, it’s not necessary to subscribe to either interpretation mentioned above. Given that Jesus “ate nothing at all during those days, and when they were over, he was famished” (v. 2), it’s quite possible that, as the number of days he went without nourishment increased, the temptations were visionary experiences rather than actual bodily encounters with the devil. It’s well-known that during an extended fast — such as 40 days and nights — the drastic deprivation of food (and water) produces dreams, hallucinations or other bizarre mental images. Although Luke only narrates three temptations, it’s possible that there were more. Luke’s opening observation that Jesus was “in the wilderness where for forty days he was tempted by the devil” suggests that the temptations were ongoing (vv. 1b-2). Even Luke’s closing remark — “When the devil had finished every test …” — adds further support to the notion that there could have been more than the three recorded temptations. Arguably, then, while the author of Hebrews did not specifically reference Jesus’ temptations in the wilderness, his observation that “we have [a high priest] who in every respect has been tested as we are” suggests that Jesus faced a myriad of trials and tests encompassing every facet of human existence (see Hebrews 4:15).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Sex, Money and Power. If Lent is all about confession, it is also about temptation. Many interpret the temptations of Jesus in terms of the rubric offered in 1 John 2:16. If we follow this rubric we could say that the devil attacked on three levels: the flesh, money and power. For our purposes, it is easier (and perhaps more relevant to our times), to say that the three most common temptations we face today are sex, money and power. Sex: it is virtually impossible for anyone using a computer these days not to see images they wish they had not seen, and many people, women included, become addicted to this habit. Moreover, marriages face enormous challenges from the sex-crazed culture in which we live. Money and the making of it are also huge temptations. The love of money can lure us away from our families, so that when our children graduate from high school we scarcely know who they are. Power, likewise, is a driving force in our lives, for who would not like a promotion and would not work harder and longer hours to get it? The sermon, then, is a survey of the temptations that we face and it concludes with the gospel, the good news, that there is a remedy: the word of God. “I treasure your word in my heart so that I might not sin against you” (Psalm 119:11).

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

We know, from social psychology, that spaces shape behavior. When researchers put softer furniture in classrooms, participation rates rose by 42%. And spaces even have political consequences. When researchers looked at neighborhoods with parks versus neighborhoods without, after adjusting for socioeconomic factors, they found that neighborhoods with parks had higher levels of social trust and were better able to advocate for themselves politically.
So, spaces shape behavior partly by the way they’re designed and partly by the way that they encode certain norms about how to behave. … there are online spaces that encode these same kinds of behavioral norms. … For example, behavior on LinkedIn seems pretty good. Why? Because it reads as a workplace, and so people follow workplace norms. If LinkedIn is a workplace, what is Twitter like?
—Eli Pariser, quoted in Zomorodi, Manoush. “Eli Pariser: How Can We Reshape Our Digital Platforms To Be More Welcoming Spaces?” TED Radio Hour, July 23, 2021, www.npr.org. 

##

My father was a wandering Aramean. These words, so loaded with depth and meaning, are such a reflection of what the Jewish soul should humbly acknowledge. It is an expression of such introspection, a sober reminder, if we are ever tempted to believe that we are in any way better than non-Jews, that our ancestor also was just a wandering Aramean. It is the mission to which our people have been tasked with fulfilling that sets us apart. It is the Jewish mission that is special even if we ourselves as individuals may not be so special.
Abraham was not Jewish, but an Aramean who came to be identified as a Hebrew. He was the first convert to the belief system that we’ve embraced and inherited for the past 4,000 years. 
—Eli Kaufman, “Parshat Ki Tavo: A Wandering Aramean,” The Jerusalem Post, August 31, 2015, www.jpost.com.

##

	Kristen, one of my former students from Columbia Seminary, was called to serve a church in rural Ohio. Soon after she arrived, she was looking around the building and found the nursery. When she opened the door, she discovered it had become a storage room. When she asked about it, she was told that it had been years since the congregation had a baby in their midst. Kristen asked if it would be okay if she cleaned out the nursery. Two ruling elders offered to help, and over the next few weeks, the three of them emptied the nursery and repainted it. After visiting a few garage sales, they found a nice rocking chair, changing table, some lamps, and some toys. For a few months, the nursery sat empty. Then, in the spring, a young family visited the church. The parents were delighted with the nursery. The young mother said it looked like they had prepared it just for her daughter, and the elder said, “As a matter of fact, we did. We were waiting for you.”
	Leaders have a choice. We can accept the status quo, [and] say that’s just the way it is and we are doing pretty much all we can, or we can choose not to settle for the way things are. Our people are desperate for hope. That’s what leaders do. Leaders hope!
—Rodger Nishioka, “Leaders Hope,” PCUSA.org, August 16, 2021.
https://www.pcusa.org/news/2021/8/16/regarding-ruling-elders-monthly-series-serving-fai/.
Retrieved September 25, 2021.

##

	I preached four nights in a church in Atlanta, a nice, big church with a good crowd, more than I’m used to. There was a moment in the service in which the pastor said, “We’ll now have our moments of fellowship. Greet each other in Christian love,” and you never saw such hugging and kissing and carrying on in your life — people going across the room, and up and down the aisles, and grabbing and hugging. Somebody came up to me — I was down behind the pulpit — and gave me a big smack. It was just really something. Finally, he said, “All right, hold it, hold it. We have to get on with the worship.” Four nights of that.
	The last night, he and his wife took me and my wife out to coffee. He said, “Did you ever see such a family church? Did you ever see such love in your life in a church?”
	My wife said, “Yeah, well, yeah, I have.”
	He said, “What do you mean?”
	She said, “I was there for all four services, and nobody ever spoke to me.”
	And do you know what he said? He said, “Well, that was because they didn’t know who you were.”
—Fred Craddock, Craddock Stories (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2001), 45.

##

	Hospitality means letting the stranger remain a stranger while offering acceptance nonetheless. It means honoring the fact that strangers already have a relationship — rooted in our common humanity — without having to build one on intimate interpersonal knowledge, without having to become friends. It means valuing the strangeness of the stranger — even letting the stranger speak a language you cannot speak or sing a song you cannot join with — resisting the temptation to reduce the relationship to some lowest common denominator, since all language and all music is already human. It means meeting the stranger’s needs while allowing him or her simply to be, without attempting to make the stranger over into a modified version of ourselves.
—Parker J. Palmer, The Company of Strangers: Christians and the Renewal of America’s Public Life (Crossroad, 1981), 68.

##

	“You must be starving, honey,” I remember a Red Cross volunteer saying as she handed me a sandwich and we stumbled through the Gander airport assembly line. Most of us donate to the Red Cross once in a while. But when you’re the one they’re helping, you start wondering why you didn’t give more.
	Some 7,000 of us passengers nearly doubled the population of Gander — and its international airport hadn’t seen such activity in decades. The spot was a base for Atlantic aircraft in World War II, then it served as a stopover for transatlantic travel. But once long-range jets didn’t require refueling, Gander’s airport traffic consisted mainly of corporate, cargo and regional flights.
	School buses shuttled us to makeshift shelters but, because of the terrorist attacks and uncertainty about who was on our flights, we couldn’t get our luggage. …
	The Ganderites, as we learned our hosts were called, hung their heads out of respect, cried with us, and hugged those who clearly needed it. They gently guided us into classrooms turned dorms, where homespun quilts decorated mattresses on the floor. It smelled like a high school locker room, but we were just as grateful as if it had been a five-star hotel. They supplied us with soap, razors, toothbrushes and toothpaste. Bone-tired, we collapsed into sleep.
	In the morning, they greeted us with coffee, bacon and toutons — a local specialty that is like a pancake doughnut. Then, the homemade casserole train began. Can you imagine feeding thousands of unannounced houseguests? That’s what they did. All day long. Egg bakes, Newfoundland cod au gratin, even moose stew. …
	They could have looked at us suspiciously. They could have thought that some 7,000 of us showing up in their town was an inconvenience. They could have balked at spending their own money to make endless casseroles and cover mounting phone bills. They could have said, “This isn’t my problem.” But they didn’t.
	“This is just who we are,” I remember one lumberjack-looking guy explaining, as we thanked him over dinner in the school cafeteria.
—Amy Potacko, “I was stranded in Newfoundland on Sept. 11. Here’s my ‘Come From Away’ story,” recalling her experience as a diverted airline passenger during the week following the 9/11 attacks. The Washington Post, September 7, 2021.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/2021/09/07/sept11-newfoundland-gander-canada/.
Retrieved September 26, 2021.

##

	Christianity is not about a personal relationship with Jesus. The phrase is never found in the Bible. And the whole biblical witness runs contrary to it.
	Our life with Christ is communal, not personal or private or individual. When the Scriptures speak of believers, they are part of a community, a fellowship of other believers.
	Christianity is about a church relationship with Jesus. …
	Jesus calls us into a living, active, worshiping community that regularly gathers around his gifts. We are washed into his body on the stream of baptism. We eat the communal meal of his body and blood. We sing together, pray together, confess together, grieve and heal and eventually die together. He gives us pastors. He gives us brothers and sisters in the faith. He gives us children to teach, elders to emulate, and even less-than-likable people to love as those for whom Christ died.
	Christianity is not a solo endeavor. Not a private relationship between Jesus and me. As the Lord formed Israel in the Old Testament as his people, forged together into a body by his covenant, so he has formed the church in the New Testament as his people, washed together into a body by baptism.
	Thank God it is this way. Heaven forbid that I should have a personal relationship with Jesus. For I know what would happen: I would end up, in my mind, reshaping my personal Jesus into a strikingly familiar image: the image of me.
—Chad Bird, “Christianity Is Not About a Personal Relationship with Jesus,” 1517.org, April 26, 2017.
https://www.1517.org/articles/christianity-is-not-about-a-personal-relationship-with-jesus.
Retrieved September 26, 2021.
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COMMENTARY 
Deuteronomy 26:1-11
Deuteronomy 26:1-11, like many other passages in the Bible, links material blessings with Israel’s history with its God on the one hand, and, on the other, the ethical obligation to share those blessings with the vulnerable, dependent and unfortunate. Israel was never permitted the luxury of believing that its material security was a product of its own doing or that such security came without responsibility. In many ways, Israel’s understanding of its relation to its material prosperity was more complex, more subtle and healthier than the understanding of that relationship held by many, largely secular, societies today.
The 26th chapter of Deuteronomy contains two liturgies: the liturgy for the presentation of first fruits (vv. 1-11) and the liturgy for the year of tithing (vv. 12-15). Both liturgies are part of the conclusion of the long address by Moses that stretches from 4:4 and continues through chapter 26 (with a conclusion in chapter 28). The liturgy for the offering of first fruits is part of the legislation introduced in chapter 12 concerning the centralization of worship in the Jerusalem temple.
The context suggested by the text is after the Israelites have settled in the land that the LORD is giving them as “an inheritance” (v. 1). The Hebrew term nachalah, which has a variety of meanings and occurs especially in the books of Numbers, Deuteronomy, Joshua and Psalms (which account for well over half the occurrences of the noun), does on occasion mean “inheritance” as contemporary English speakers think of that word: family property being handed on from generation to generation (see, e.g., Numbers 27:8-11). But as a theological term denoting the status of the land promised to Israel, the term is intended to retain the sense of the land as a gift, to which Israel cannot, by virtue of any of its own merit or status, lay claim. “Holding” is another adequate translation (preferred by the Revised English Bible), and one that avoids the idea of an automatic devolution of property from parents to children.
The “first of all the fruit” (v. 2) was offered at festivals other than the festival that takes its name from it (e.g., at the festival of unleavened bread, Leviticus 23:6-14, and the festival of weeks, Numbers 28:26-31). The principle underlying the presentation of the first fruits to the LORD is that the first (and best) belonged to the LORD, in whose land the Israelites dwelt, and who was, therefore, the rightful possessor of all the land and its produce. The fact that the land was “given” to the Israelites should never be understood in any absolute sense; biblical Israel understood itself to be the working tenant of a land that belonged ultimately to its patron deity. What Israel presented, therefore, in terms of offerings, was in reality a giving “back” to the one who had first given the freedom, prosperity and security to make the gifts a possibility (cf. v. 10).
The place to which the (male) Israelites are to bring their gifts is “the place that the LORD your God will choose as a dwelling for his name” (v. 2). One of the main theological tasks of the school of theologians who assembled the book of Deuteronomy (as well as the rest of the so-called Deuteronomistic History — Deuteronomy through 2 Kings) was to provide divine sanction for the centralization of the cult of Yahweh, Israel’s God (“the LORD”), in the temple in Jerusalem.
This centralization of worship had commenced during the reign of David, who brought Israel’s most sacred object, the ark of the covenant (containing the stone tablets on which were inscribed the Ten Commandments), to Jerusalem from Baale-judah/Kiriath-jearim (2 Samuel 6:2; cf. 1 Samuel 7:2; Joshua 15:9). Those who assembled the Deuteronomistic History centuries later (how many centuries later is a matter of scholarly debate, but most scholars accept at least the idea of the Deuteronomistic History being written well after the establishment of the monarchy) believed that David had done simply what the Lord had wished all along, and so that wish for a centralized cult was included in the program set out by Moses in the book of Deuteronomy. Since Jerusalem was known not to have figured in any significant way in Israel’s history prior to the time of David, it is not named explicitly in Deuteronomy, where the periphrastic expression runs as a refrain throughout the book (e.g., 12:11; 14:23; 16:2, 6, 11).
The support of the Deuteronomistic theologians for the centralization of the cult in (their) temple in Jerusalem was, not surprisingly, unambiguous: All local shrines, where Israelites had formerly offered sacrifice to Yahweh (and where the local inhabitants had worshiped local deities), the Israelites were to “demolish completely” (Deuteronomy 12:2).
The Deuteronomistic theologians exhibited considerable reserve, compared to other ancient writers, in anthropomorphizing Israel’s god. The phrase “as a dwelling for his name” provided an important nuance to the notion, widespread in the ancient Near East at the time of the writing of the Deuteronomistic History, that gods dwelt in the temples raised for them by their human devotees. Deuteronomy stated categorically that Israel’s god dwelt in heaven (26:15), and that it was only the Lord’s name that was enshrined in the temple in Jerusalem.
The relationship between name and named was not arbitrary in the ancient world (in contrast to Shakespeare’s famous question in Romeo and Juliet, “What’s in a name?”), and while the Lord’s name was held in deep reverence, it was nonetheless considered to be distinct from and only one (albeit important) manifestation of the Divine. (The importance of the name can be seen in the fact that the first commandment, in Jewish tradition, is the formal statement of the Lord’s name, Exodus 20:2.)
The declaration the Israelite is to make in presenting the first fruits is that, literally, he has arrived: “I have come into the land that the LORD swore to our ancestors” (v. 3). The ability of the Israelite to present the first fruits is the direct result of the Lord’s faithfulness in keeping the promise he made to the Israelites’ ancestors. The presentation of the fruit of the land by an Israelite is the proof that the promise has been fulfilled, thereby making the gesture a theological and not merely an ethical statement: The offering speaks to the Lord’s faithfulness as well as the individual Israelite’s.
The use of “LORD your God” before the priest in verse 3 is curious; the first-person plural pronoun would be more natural, and the form here may simply be the result of formulaic pressure.
Having affirmed the promise made to his ancestors, the Israelite continues his declaration with a recitation of the Magnalia Dei, the great works of God on behalf of Israel, beginning with the acknowledgement of his north Syrian ancestry: “A wandering Aramean was my ancestor” (v. 5). Biblical Israel traced its roots to Israel/Jacob, who married, at his father Isaac’s command (Genesis 28:1-2), a woman from his mother’s family in Paddan-aram (Mesopotamia). Although the description “wandering” fits Abraham as well as Jacob, the statement that the ancestor “went down into Egypt … and there he became a great nation” is likely referring to the generation of Jacob, rather than Abraham.
The recitation continues along familiar lines: the oppression of the Hebrews in Egypt; their deliverance by the Lord “with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm” (v. 8, a favorite expression of the Deuteronomist: 4:34; 5:15; 7:19; etc.); their safe arrival in the promised land “flowing with milk and honey” (another favorite Deuteronomistic expression: 6:3; 11:9; 26:15; 27:3; 31:20). Israel’s turmoil in the wilderness is elided in this condensed, liturgical version of its sacred history.
The theological becomes explicitly ethical in the concluding verse of the passage, when the Israelites are commanded to celebrate “together with the Levites and the aliens who reside among you” (v. 11). After the suppression of local shrines, at which the landless Levites had once presided (cf. Judges 17:7-13), they became assistants to the priests in the temple and depended on the contributions made to the temple for their livelihood. They were, therefore, along with resident aliens (and widows and orphans), among the economically vulnerable in Israelite society, and for this reason are named as one of the beneficiaries of the welfare system maintained by the temple.
Finally, it should be noted that, however often it happened (or not), the one presenting an offering is commanded to “celebrate” with the Levites and resident aliens, not merely to provide for them grudgingly. By definition, bounty implies that needs have been more than met, and it is from the abundance remaining that generosity and celebration flow.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Deuteronomy 26:1-11
Place an offering plate in front of the children and ask them how a person should figure out what to do when the offering plate is passed. Let them know that Moses told the people of Israel to “bring the first of the fruit of the ground” to God (Deuteronomy 26:10), and to do it to show thanks to God for giving them the promised land. Hold up 10 $1 bills and say that the first of your money should be given to God before you pay for anything else, because God has given you everything you have. Then ask the children how much you should give. Suggest that one-tenth of your money, called a tithe, is the amount required by the Bible (v. 12), and as you say this, put one dollar in the offering plate. Talk about where this money goes, and how it supports God’s work in the world. Then ask the children how they should feel as they give this offering and point out that the Israelites were told to “celebrate with all the bounty that the LORD your God has given to you and to your house” (v. 11). Hold up the $9 that you still have and say that we should all celebrate that God has given us life in a wonderful land, with plenty to live on after we give our first fruits to him.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — Lent 
For the First Sunday of Lent

Leader: God of rainbow and promise,
People: God of the swirling waters of baptism,
Leader: God of the dark night of doubt,
People: God of comfort and call,
Leader: Dwell with us this holy season of Lent
People: And lead us from temptation to trust, from fear to love, from despair to hope, from sadness to joy.

Prayers of Confession — Lent 
Call to Confession
Our God is ever more ready to listen than we are to pray. Let us bring our whole selves to this time of prayer, opening our hearts to God in honest acknowledgement of our shortcomings.

Confession
In these moments of stillness, let us think back to those wonderful resolutions that it seems we just made as the new year began. We confess those resolutions thoughtfully made were quickly broken. So, we come to you again, accepting God, to admit we have fallen short and to give our good intentions another try. We confess that we have squandered our time instead of having meaningful interaction with the children in our lives. We regret that we have neglected our lonely neighbor, our elderly church member, our homebound acquaintance. We are sorry for the times we have spoken in anger or impatience when a listening ear or kind word would have helped instead of hindered. In these moments of silent stillness, we offer our private confessions for those things that weigh down on our hearts and minds. 
[Silence]
Unburdened now, let us choose an intention and pledge before God to make our intention a reality as we travel the Lenten road to the new life of Easter.

Assurance of Pardon
My friends, know that God hears our prayers, which we say together and which we have lifted in the silence of this sanctuary of safety and love. Lent offers us a chance to begin again, knowing that God knows us through and through and loves us still. In the name of Jesus Christ, your sins are forgiven. Thanks be to God. Amen.

Benedictions — Lent 
Go in peace. Give up something if it brings you closer to our Lord, who gave up so much for you. But to feel still closer to him, take on something. Take on someone’s guilt or sickness or fear of death and, by sharing it, offer it up to God as your Lenten sacrifice.
And may God put your observance of Lent to work for your growth in faith, hope and love for the sake of him who bore our burdens and carried our sorrows, even his crucified and risen Son. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Come, Ye Thankful People, Come
If Thou But Suffer God to Guide Thee
Now Thank We all Our God
Worship and Praise* 
Living Hope (Wickham)
God Moves in a Mysterious Way (Riddle)
His Mercy Is More (Boswell, Papa)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
First Sunday in Lent, Cycle C
Deuteronomy 26:1-11
Psalm 91:1-2, 9-16
Romans 10:8b-13
Luke 4:1-13
