Pre:

Thank you to Candy for opening our series on “blessing” last week. As Candy said last week, the session has designated 2012 as a “Year of Blessing.” God knows we need it! Now, this is not going to be a year-long series. But the hope is that what we talk about during this series will stay with us all year long.  


Today the topic is God bless you. God bless YOU!  In this series we are talking about both receiving and giving blessing. But you can’t give what you haven’t received, so I really want to emphasize God’s desire to bless you and encourage you to receive that blessing. 

Two passages from the Bible today. One goes all the way back to the creation—to the day that God makes human beings. The other passage comes during the time that Moses is leading the people across the wilderness from slavery in Egypt to the Promised Land. In both cases, I want to encourage you to try to step into the story. Imagine you are one of only two people that God has placed in this brand new world. And then imagine that you are in the congregation of Israel as Aaron and his sons pronounce a blessing from God. 


First, return with me to the dawn of time. God has created the world, the seas, the rivers, the mountains, the animals. Everything is fresh and new. (Genesis 1:26-31)


Now come with me to the congregation of Israel, somewhere in the wilderness, a place that is quite harsh, to say nothing of long and tedious. (Numbers 6:22-27) 
God Bless You!

Genesis 1:26-31, Numbers 6:22-27


Excuse me, I need to (sneeze!).  


Now, anyone who has ever heard me sneeze before will recognize that as a counterfeit! I usually sneeze about five times in a row—loud! But how many of you said, “God bless you” when I sneezed? 


Did you know that people have been blessing sneezers at least as far back as the year 77 A.D.?  But why do people do it? Why do people say God bless you when someone sneezes? 


There are a few different beliefs behind what is now more or less a knee-jerk response. Some people think you could sneeze out your soul if you sneeze too hard, so the “God bless you” is intended as a protection long enough for the soul to get back inside. Other people believe that when you sneeze you are really sneezing out a demon, and in that case the “God bless you” would be a prayer for the demon to stay out! Other people believe that your heart stops when you sneeze (it doesn’t, according to Snopes.com!), so again the “God bless you” is a prayer for protection and for life. Another idea comes out of the Middle Ages, during the plague. An infected person would sneeze and that was a sign that he or she would die soon, and in that context the “God bless you” becomes a kind of a benediction or farewell. There are a couple more. Some people think that sneezing is lucky, so “God bless you” is a recognition of your good fortune. Still others believe that the sneezer is blessing other people by sneezing! (I think the germ theory sort of knocks that one out!) 

The next time you sneeze, think about how you feel when somebody says, “God bless you.”  Is it no different from “hello”? It could become a moment of grace for you. Let the “God bless you” become more than just words. Let God’s blessing rest upon you and settle into you. 


You know you need God’s blessing, right? Like the people of Israel in the wilderness, our life is often harsh, and the way becomes long and tedious. We need to know that God has our back so to speak. That we are loved by God, valued by God. 

So here’s the good news, right off the bat. For those who need and want the blessing of God, you already have it! St. Augustine once said that God “loves each of us as if there were only one of us.” God loves each of us as if there were only one of us. 

You and I are like Adam or Eve in the Garden of Eden. Created in God’s image and blessed by God. Alone with God. When I read this passage about God creating people and then blessing them, I get the idea of delight. And God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good, the writer says. Not just adequate, not just good, very good. God delights in the creation: the flowers and the trees, the birds and the fish, and you and me. God loves each of us as if there were only one of us.

How does it feel to hear that statement? You are made in God’s image and God loves you as if you were the only person to love. You are not just one of 6 billion people roaming around the earth, you are not just a Social Security number or a driver’s license number. You are a human being, there is something about you that reflects what God is like, and God delights in you. So, you are a person of value and potential. 

Think about this: when someone gets arrested and goes to jail, they get their picture taken, with a number.  But when we have children, we give them names. Giving a number is depersonalizing, but giving a name is empowering. 


When I was a kid I had a cow named Frisky. Well at least I thought of her as my cow, because I named her. She was a brown cow with a white blaze on her face. And she liked me to scratch her on the top of her head by her ears.  And she had the wonderful cow ability to stick her tongue up her nose. Well, here’s what I learned this week about cows with names: they give more milk. Newcastle University did a study that proved that when a cow was given a name and was treated as an individual (instead of just one of the herd), she would give about 500 pints more milk per year.  

Now, take this thought about the power of naming into our second Bible passage—the beautiful and poetic priestly benediction: The Lord bless you and keep you, the Lord make his face to shine upon you and be gracious to you, the Lord lift up his countenance upon you and give you peace.  This is a prayer for God’s protection, God’s care and compassion, God’s peace. And the best part actually comes after the blessing itself: So they shall put my name on the Israelites, and I will bless them. 


This blessing is also a naming.  When they give this blessing, the priests are writing God’s name on the people. Think about what this means. When you put your name on something, what does that suggest? You put your name on your gym shorts or your school notebook or a novel or on the title of your car. That’s mine, don’t touch it. If you’re an artist, you sign your painting, or if you’re an author you put your name on the front of your book. I created that! You write your name on a check or sign a contract. I am making a commitment, and I have the resources to back up my promise. 

If God’s name is written on you, that means you belong to God and God will protect you. God created you and God has the resources to back up God’s commitment.   

So, is God’s name written on you? Do you have God’s blessing? What do you have to do to get God’s blessing? 


Well, what did Adam and Eve have to do? What did the children of Israel have to do? 


Nothing. It was a gift. God’s blessing is a gift. God’s name is written on you. 


I think this begins to make sense when you think about what God’s name is. God’s name is. . .God, but remember when Moses met God for the first time and asked for God’s name. And God said, “Yahweh,” “I am who I am.” You probably know that for the Hebrew people that name was so powerful to them that they wouldn’t even say it. But the essence of God’s name is the power to be or become. One translation of Yahweh is “He Brings into Existence Whatever Exists."  So God is the original being and when God’s name is written on God’s people, they also have the power to be and become. It’s like breathing the essence of life into you and setting you on a path of growth and development, ministry and service.  To have God’s name on you is to be truly alive and full of potential. 

This is God’s gift to you. God’s blessing. 

Your gift to God is to live as if you believe it.  As Candy pointed out last week, we have some choices about how we live our lives, and what kind of attitude we carry with us in our life.  I pray that you will live your life within the blessing of God. 

God bless you!

Benediction:

The Lord bless you and keep you

The Lord make his face to shine upon you and be gracious to you.

The Lord lift up his countenance upon you and give you peace. 
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