
God’s Chosen Ones

Deuteronomy 4:1-2, 6-9; Psalm 15*; James 1:17-27; Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23

“Who is worthy to enter into God’s tent? Who is able to go up God’s mountain?” the

psalmist asks. Or in a paraphrase from The Message: “Who gets invited to dinner at your place O

God? How to we get on your guest list?”

Another way to put this is, “Who is able to be intimate with God? Who does God love and welcome

into relationship?” 

There was a time when people approached God with a great sense of unworthiness. Martin

Luther, for instance, was deeply convicted of his personal unworthiness to come near with God,

deeply doubtful of his status before God. When Luther discovered the word that “the just shall live

[with God] not by their personal merits but by faith” (cf. Hab 2:4), the Reformation was born. 

John Wesley practiced a meticulous, careful piety, constantly scanning his life and correcting

himself in his ceaseless striving to prove himself worthy before God. Then while listening to a reading

of Luther’s Preface to the Letter to the Romans, Wesley said his heart was “strangely warmed” and

he realized that Christ had died for “my sins, even mine.” Thus was ignited the fire that swept over

England as the Wesleyan movement which became known as Methodism. 

But Luther and Wesley were a long time ago. These days it’s hard to believe that there ever

was a time when people felt deeply unworthy to be close to God. Harold Bloom, a Yale professor of

literary criticism, published a book back in  1992, called The American Religion. America has

invented a new religion, argued Bloom. We had always believed that there was a God, said Bloom.

But in the twentieth century, American believers came to believe that God was infatuated with and

solely focused upon us. The God whom our forefathers and foremothers feared, or at least felt

unworthy to worship, was now a God who was pleased as punch to hang out with us, to get close to
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us, and who worried about our aches and pains. 

This “god,” said Bloom, is quite unlike the God who is rendered in Jewish and Christian

scripture. This available, accessible God with whom we feel a right to become cozy is new, according

to Bloom. This is the peculiar American heresy, if you will, so much so that Bloom’s subtitle was The

Emergence of the Post-Christian Nation. 

Our ancestors wondered, “How can I, sinner as I am, dare approach a righteous and holy

God?” We wonder, “How can an all-loving, accepting, gracious God get along without me until next

Sunday?” 

The psalmist’s question, “Who can come near to God?” receives its answer. Who can be close

to God? Anybody, everybody, no matter who you are or what you have done. Come one, come all.

Who is God? All-accepting, all-affirming. Who are we? Loveable, adorable, basically good people

with whom God is thrilled to be on a weekly basis. 

Sometimes we preachers have spoken of God’s love as “unconditional.” Jesus loves us

“unconditionally,” just as we are, warts and all. True, in Jesus Christ, we saw a love that is truly

embracing, a love for sinners in the act of seeking sinners. 

Yet look at Jesus’ teaching: in his Sermon on the Mount, he orders us to pray for and to

forgive enemies, to turn the other cheek and to walk the second mile, to become “perfect as your

Father in heaven is perfect”—it’s hard to characterize Jesus’ love as “unconditional.” 

This has led some to say that with Jesus we may “come as we are” but it is the nature of

Jesus’ active love that he never leaves us as we are. 

Please note that this Sunday’s psalm gives a very different response to the question, “Who

can live with God?” You want to get close to God? You want to pray in a way that you are not only

speaking to God but know that God is speaking to you? You want to read scripture in such a way that
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the biblical text comes alive and addresses you here and now? You want to walk through life secure

and confident that God walks with you? 

Then be that person, who lives free of blame, does what is right, and speaks the truth

sincerely; who does no damage with their talk, does no harm to a friend, doesn’t insult a neighbor;

someone who despises those who act wickedly, but who honors those who honor God; someone

who keeps their promise even when it hurts; someone who doesn’t lend money with interest, who

won’t accept a bribe against any innocent person. 

Live like this, in your walk with God, and the psalm promises that you “will never stumble.” 

Apparently, the psalmist believes that God’s love is conditional. God loves by giving us a good

and bountiful world, by revealing God’s way to us, by guiding us and walking with us. God provides

us a “tent” (our congregation?) where we can go to be with God and God’s people. God gives us a

holy mountain (our service of worship today?) that we can ascend and be close to God and hear

God’s word to us. 

How can we dare to go into that tent or ascend that mountain? 

The psalmist answers by referring to ordinary, everyday, thoroughly human righteous living. 

A noblewoman wrote to John Wesley beseeching Wesley’s help with her spiritual life. Miss

March (that was her real name) was converted at one of Wesley’s meetings. But now the flame of

faith that once burned brightly in her had cooled. Could Wesley suggest some spiritual practices that

might strengthen her faith? Well, Wesley wrote back to her without sympathy, telling her that he had

contempt for superficial “gentle women” like her, telling her that if she were to be a true Christian then

she needed to obey Jesus. Whereas she had told him that she was visiting in the prisons one day a

week, a rich person like her probably needed to be with prisoners three times a week. 

It was as if Wesley said, “Hey lady, don’t come whining to me about your lack of religious
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feeling—allow the people you despise to be your saviors. Go where you have the best chance of

meeting Jesus!” (“To Miss March, Athlone, April 14, 1771”) 

What skills do you need to worship well, here or online, on Sunday morning? Well, it helps if

you learn something about scripture. It’s also good if you can be comfortable and familiar with our

style of worship. And yet Psalm 15 is so bold as to suggest that what we do before we come to this

place of worship and how we live after we leave this sanctuary is the basis for our ability to come

close to God in worship. Here, ethics and liturgy, life in the world and our work in worship, are

connected. 

Christians are not simply redeemed, we are sent. Talk of salvation, redemption, reconciliation,

or incarnation must be coupled with discernment of vocation. God chooses not to redeem or

reconcile the world without us. 

North Carolinian pastor James Howell got a text after the Charleston massacre, (on June 17,

2015, in Charleston, South Carolina, in which nine African Americans were killed during a Bible study

at the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church) which read, “Pray if you want, but we need to do

something.” Howell had intended to preach on David and Goliath but, in light of that week’s events,

preached a different sermon in which he brought in Ephesians 6 and preached on guns and racism

as an “assault upon God” that required resourceful Christian reaction: 

We need to pray. But we need to do something. Over and over again in this country when

something happens—Ferguson, Baltimore— we pray, but we never change anything. . . . When you

bring up guns and race, white people in particular don’t want to talk about it. People say “It’s too

political.” . . . It’s not just political and it’s not even merely personal. It’s theological. . . . It’s about

God. 

If we get that wrong, then there is no hope. But if  we can say something true about God in all
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this, then perhaps we may have some hope… 

I wonder if Paul was thinking about David and Goliath when he wrote, in last week’s reading in

Ephesians Chapter 6, “Put on the whole armor of God that you may be able to stand against the

wiles of the devil.” . . . We’re not contending against just one more evil crime; we are contending with

evil powers in this present darkness. 

Let’s be clear: we are not just contending against one more tragedy. . . . What happened on

that Wednesday night was not just an assault on nine people in a church in Charleston, horrible as

that is. But what was going on was also an assault on God. Someone came into God’s house—

we’ve always called it a sanctuary—and assaulted God... Jesus Christ gave his life for them; all of

them were made in the image of God and someone came in and assaulted them and in so doing

assaulted God... If we treat anyone as less than precious... it is an assault on God. It was an assault

on Jesus. Jesus said that if you come into contact with someone different from you, you don’t kill

them, assault them, or avoid them...you love them... In loving the stranger, you love Jesus. It’s not

just that 21-year-old-white-supremacist Dylann Roof failed at this. What we don’t like to hear is: all of

us have failed at it. 

Howell then makes a plea for specific changes in American gun laws and challenges his

congregation to engage in specific acts of contact and conversation with African Americans in their

community: We say, “We don’t have a race problem in Charlotte.” Let’s all agree not to say that

anymore. We have a huge race problem in Charlotte. We don’t know each other, we don’t love each

other. . . . 

We say we would never be another Ferguson, another Baltimore. How do we know this? . . .

Let’s do something. God is eager for us to do something, to have a different kind of community. . . . I

think God wants us to take a look at our world and say, “We could do this. With God’s help we could
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do this.” 

It’s fine to pray, to praise God, to meditate upon God’s word, to contemplate the beauty and

glory of God. And yet, because of who God is, we must do more in order to worship God rightly. Do

you want to be close to God? Live blamelessly. Do right. Tell the truth. Don’t harm friends or say

insulting things about your neighbors, keep your promises. Do this and you will truly worship God.

Thanks be to God. Amen.
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