Pre:

Read the theme verse for Let God Lead (Romans)

Before I read the passage from Exodus, I want to remind you of some of the historical background to this story.  You remember the story of Joseph and his famous many-colored coat, and how his jealous brothers sold him into slavery.  And he ended up in Egypt.  But he did so well there, that he became a great leader.  After a number of years, all of his brothers and the rest of his family came to Egypt too.  And they lived there very peacefully among the Egyptian people because of how much respect the Egyptians had for Joseph.  But over time, as the Israelites grew in number, and as time passed, the attitude of the Egyptians changed, as you will see in this story.  

As I read this, listen for the story of two women who made a very courageous and risky choice.  Listen for why they did that and what happened as a result of their choice.  

Let God Lead:  Moral Choices

Romans 12:1-2, Exodus 1:1-2:10

I have a little snippet of a news article that was published not long after 9-11.  It isn’t your usual story of that day.  It’s a story about the first divorce that occurred as a result of 9-11.  It seems that there was a guy who worked on the 103rd floor of the World Trade Center.  Instead of going into the office on 9-11, he went to his girlfriend’s apartment and spent the morning there.  His cell phone was turned off and he wasn’t watching TV or listening to the radio.  When he turned his phone back on at about 11 a.m., it rang immediately.  It was his hysterical wife. “Are you OK?  Where are you?”  He said, “What do you mean?  I’m in my office, of course!”  

OOPS!  Bad choice.  

Our theme today is about choices; moral choices. We make choices every day, but not every choice is a moral choice.  We decide when we are going to crawl out of bed in the morning, what we are going to eat for breakfast, what route we will take to work.  And we decide how we are going to spend our money, how we are going to treat other people, and so on.  

What is it that makes a choice a moral choice?   Simply stated, a moral choice has to do with right and wrong, good and bad. In our day, we almost have to ask is there such a thing as right and wrong?  We do seem to live in a time of chaos, where each person decides what is good in his or her own eyes.  And our culture seems to say, whatever!  Anything goes.  At the same time, there is I believe, a great sense of dissonance, or imbalance, a lack of wholeness.  And a hunger to find that sense of harmony that comes when I know that what I am doing matches up with who I am and who I am called to be in God’s sight.

Lewis Smedes says that “Morality is a basic component of any human sort of life, a reality we feel . . . even if we cannot define it clearly.  We do have choices, and they are sometimes between real moral options.  The choice we make can put us in the wrong with God and our ideal selves—or leave us in the right.  And being in the right means being in harmony with God’s design for our humanity.”  (Smedes, vii)  

If morality is about right and wrong, then it follows that we need to learn to tell the difference.  That’s where discernment comes in.  Discernment means to “divide between” or “to separate.”  Where to draw the line.  

In some moral dilemmas, the implications seem clear.  In other choices, it may not be so easy to discern.  

It was about 25 years ago that I encountered a moral dilemma that was truly a struggle for me.  You’re going to laugh, I know.  But it was a true struggle.  It was about 25 years ago that the Presbyterian Church challenged people to boycott Nestle products.  Now, you know how I love to make chocolate chip cookies, and frankly Nestle’s chocolate chips are my favorite.  The reason for the boycott was that at the time, Nestle’s was marketing an infant formula in certain third world countries.  They were marketing in such a way that mothers began to believe that the formula was better than mother’s milk.  So they switched, but they couldn’t afford to keep buying the formula, so they watered it down, and their babies ended up malnourished.  The Presbyterian Church wanted to put the squeeze on Nestle’s in our country, so they would pay attention to what they were doing in the third world countries.  And I had to decide whether to participate in that social statement, or continue to buy my bags of chocolate chips.  (Thankfully, the boycott is long gone.)

Just a couple of weeks ago, I read about a growing problem in the Amazon.  What’s happening is that people are illegally stripping the rainforest of mahogany trees, and of course, selling them.  The diminishing of the rainforest is jeopardizing the ecological balance and putting wildlife in danger.   Have you bought any mahogany furniture lately?  Normally, you probably wouldn’t think of asking where the mahogany came from, would you?   I don’t think I will ever look at mahogany quite the same.  Fortunately for me, I don’t have the affinity for mahogany that I do for chocolate!  

Now I’m not trying to make you crazy by telling you about the old Nestle boycott or about the mahogany.  I don’t want you to be riddled with guilt every time you go to the grocery store. But don’t be an ostrich, either.  Think about your choices.  Is it possible that by supporting our current lifestyle, we could be endangering the planet, or some of the people who live on it?  That would be immoral, wouldn’t it?   

We need to find a way to discern what is right.  How are we going to do that?  

Do you remember the movie Fiddler on the Roof?  There is a little man in a long green coat and a cocked hat, standing precariously on a roof, playing the fiddle.  He represents us all, trying to make meaningful music out of our lives, yet lacking a level place to stand on. And how do we keep our balance?  “I’ll tell you,” sings Tevye, “in one word, I’ll tell you, tradition!  Because of our tradition, everybody knows who he is and what God expects him to do.”  (Smedes, Mere Morality, 1)

So how do we know what is right? 

Tevye would say, trust in tradition.  You’ll know what to do. 

It would be wonderful to be that sure, wouldn’t it?  To know who we are and what God expects us to do.  Tradition can provide a lot of stability.  Tevye’s tradition had an answer for everything.  But the answer didn’t always work in a changing world.

Here’s another idea:  Ernest Hemingway suggested, trust your feelings:  “what is moral is what you feel good after and what is immoral is what you feel bad after.”  (Death in the Afternoon, ch 1)   He has a point.  But then again, feelings can be unreliable.  Sometimes people feel bad after they’ve done something good.    

How about this one:  Robert Louis Stevenson said, “If your morals make you dreary, depend upon it that they are wrong.  I do not say ‘give them up,’ for they may be all you have; but conceal them like a vice, lest they should spoil the lives of better and simpler people.” I kind of like Stevenson’s idea, because so often morality is equated with dullness or rigidity, and that’s not the point at all.  Morality is the fruit of being in right relationship with God—and that spills over into our relationships with people.  That is a living kind of thing, not a merely a set of rules and regulations.   That kind of morality leaves no room for pride or arrogance or judgmentalism or dullness.  

Here’s an even better way to discern what is right:  Don’t be conformed to the world, Paul says, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect.  

In other words, Let God Lead.  Don’t go it alone.  Involve God in your moral choices.  

I want to share with you an example of what can happen when  people let God lead them in a moral choice.  It comes from our story in Exodus.  Most people think of the Exodus as beginning with the birth of Moses.  But it really begins with the story of two midwives, Shiphrah and Puah.  They lived at a time in history when the people of Israel were greatly mistreated, and as far as you could tell by looking around you, God had gone on vacation.   In reality, God was about to do a really big thing, but no one knew that.  All they knew was that life was tough, and getting tougher all the time.   Pharaoh was clamping down on the Hebrews.  First by putting them in slavery, to hold them down and keep them from multiplying.  That didn’t work.  Then, he added a little clause to the job description for the Hebrew midwives.  Simply stated, if a girl is born, fine, let her live.  But if it’s a boy, kill him.  Those orders came straight from the top.  And if the order is disobeyed, well. . . .  Now, think about the political power of these two women.  Less than zero.  They are slaves, like the rest of the Hebrews.  And they are women, which puts them at the bottom of the heap.  

Yet, the writer of Exodus says, “they feared God,” and because they feared God they were not afraid of Pharaoh and what he might do.  So they obeyed God and disobeyed Pharaoh.  They made the moral choice.  And that seemingly small, but courageous action on the part of the midwives became the first link in a chain of events that ultimately led to the freeing of the Hebrews.  

Think about this story when God seems absent in the midst of great distress.  Think about the things that you get faced with, and you have to make a decision.  A moral decision.  Maybe it’s not as inconsequential as you think.  Maybe God is calling you to be a part of something bigger than yourself.  Make the right decision.  

Mark Twain said, “Always do right.  This will gratify most people, and astonish the rest.”  (illustrations unlimited, 54)

You may not get any medals for making moral decisions, but here’s what you will get.  Peace with God.  Because that’s what morality really is.  It’s living in harmony with God’s intention for the world.  It’s looking at life with the long haul in mind, not just the quick fix.  When you do that, you live in peace.  

So, Let God Lead you in your decisions.    
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