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The People of Yahweh 
 
I want to begin by noting that the text for today’s reflection is not some 
“ordinary, any Sunday” sermon text. What we’re dealing with in Exodus 19 and 
20 is BIG! You may not have realized that, as I didn’t when I said I’d like to 
preach on this text. It was only after I reread the text several times, and then read 
comments by a Bible scholar named George Mendenhall, a man whom my O.T. 
professor Millard Lind admired a lot, that I got the picture of what was really 
happening here. What we’re observing in these chapters is nothing less than the 
founding of the Kingdom of Yahweh on earth!—Now, is that big or what? 
(“Yahweh” & “God” used interchangeably.) 
 
To make sense of what I’ve just said, I need to do some really brief summarizing 
of what happened before Exodus 19. (Read Ex.1:1-7). The “Israelites” were the 
offspring of Israel (Jacob); they became so numerous the Egyptian king felt 
threatened so he subjected them to forced labor. Egypt conquered other peoples 
who also joined the ranks of forced labor, so that over the next 400 years they 
actually became a diverse multitude, though for the writer’s purposes they are all 
“Hebrews” or “Israelites”. You know the story of the Exodus, how this enormous 
crowd left Egypt, crossed the Red (Reed) Sea, and were led by fire and cloud 
through desert for two months till they reached Mt. Sinai, where we find them in 
our text for today. 
 
So here’s this vast crowd of people, camping in the rugged wilderness in front of 
an imposing, dark mountain. They’ve just come through 2 months trudging 
through the desert without a secure food source or water, fighting off an attack by 
tribal marauders. Some of them have stories of ancestors and their tribal god who 
favored them and guided them, but by and large these are vague and almost 
mythical stories to many. They have never heard of “Yahweh”, introduced to 
them by Moses, an outlier Israelite, because he grew up in the Pharoah’s palace, 
but now he pretends to be their leader, even though that wasn’t really his idea.  
 
So now they are told, by this Moses, that this Yahweh is speaking to them: “You 
saw what I did to the Egyptians, and how I lifted you up on eagles’ wings and 
brought you here to me.”  A rather remarkable perspective, given what these 
people have just been through, no?!  But Yahweh goes on, “Now if you obey me 
faithfully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured 
people. Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests 
and a holy nation.” Does this all seem like a bit of overstatement, exaggeration on 
Yahweh’s part? 
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Nonetheless, the people all responded with one voice: “Everything that Yahweh 
has said, we will do.” Does this also seem a little remarkable? Did they know what 
they were getting into? Though you couldn’t say they hadn’t had a little prior 
experience! 
 
The next three days were sheer drama, or at least the third day was. Two days to 
get “consecrated”, and then they go to “meet God!” (19:17) I can’t do justice to 
the description of that event: everyone standing at the foot of the mountain, 
warned not to touch it lest they die, the mountain shrouded in a thick cloud, 
thunder, lightening, a loud trumpet blast, Moses, then Aaron, summoned to climb 
the mountain, where Moses speaks with God, and God answers “with thunder.” 
Ex. 19 ends with these words: “So Moses went down to the people and told them 
what Yahweh had said.” Which brings us to Ex.20. 
 
For our purposes, what’s important about this text is that God spoke (through 
Moses?) what we know as the Ten Words in Ex. 20:1-17.  Often called 
Commandments, I’d rather characterize them as God’s appeal to relationship, 
God’s call to create a covenant bond between Godself and these particular 
people. The first word is a reminder of Yahweh’s act of grace toward the people: 
“I am Yahweh your God, the one who brought you out of Egypt where you were 
slaves.” There follow a series of specific requests—“therefore, don’t have other 
gods before me; therefore, do not make idols for yourselves; therefore keep the 
Sabbath, honor your parents, therefore don’t kill or commit adultery or steal or 
badmouth your neighbor, or covet what your neighbor has.  
 
I stress, these Ten Words are about relationship: they are a declaration of God’s 
desire to care for, provide for, and guide this people, so they in return might be 
loyal to Yahweh, honoring and obeying Yahweh exclusively. The second concern 
of this short manifesto is for relationship among the people, with simple guidelines 
that make for integrity and well-being among these people: no killing, no sexual 
predation, no coveting. It’s a short statement, only ten “words”, i.e. phrases or 
sentences, easily memorized, a summary of God’s longing for this relationship.  
Much later Jesus could summarize this manifesto in two “commands”: “Love 
Yahweh your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength; and love your 
neighbor as yourself.” 
 
What I want to accent is that the upshot of these days of shock and awe at Mt. 
Sinai was the establishment of a bond between Yahweh and a motley group of 
people, who found themselves drawn into a relationship of risk and grace, almost 
without their knowing it.  And there was considerable risk in this relationship: 
uncertainty and insecurity, darkness and mystery, and downright hardship and 
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fear. These folks had experienced that—in the trek from Egypt through the desert 
to Sinai, and in the days of thunder and smoke. But through it all, they were cared 
for, and now God is calling them to enter a covenant with Godself, based on 
Yahweh’s love for them: “I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to 
myself…so that you might be my treasured possession out of all the peoples—and 
be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” (19:5-6) 
 
This is the first and fundamental account, in the Bible, of the formation of a 
people of God, one of the major themes of Salvation history. That’s why I began 
by saying the texts for this Sunday are BIG, i.e. they tell of a major event of the 
Bible. 
 
So what do we do with all this? I’d like us to consider this story from Ex. 19-20 as 
if it had something for us. Here’s what I’m thinking: 
 
There’s a concept called “beginners’ mind”; it comes from Buddhism, but it’s 
universal. It refers to an attitude of openness, of approaching life as though one is 
a beginner who doesn’t know anything yet. To begin something for the first time 
means confronting not-knowing and the insecurity around allowing questions and 
mistakes. It means detaching from one’s own presumed importance and brilliant 
ideas in order to perceive things in a new, unbiased way. This lets us see what was 
previously invisible and to experience what was previously outside our limits of 
familiarity and control. 
 
Do you see a parallel between what I’m calling beginners’ mind and the people 
gathered at the foot Mt. Sinai? Those folks had beginners’ mind: they really were 
beginners. They had allowed themselves to come into a situation where they were 
not in control and really didn’t know what was going on. They risked it and were 
terrified. But they came through the dark and fear into an awareness of Yahweh 
and Yahweh’s grace and care for them. They came into the security of a covenant 
bond with God and one another, and a wisdom about living in harmony with 
one another. This was the beginning of the long history of God in living relation 
with a “people”, not always a smooth and cheery relation, but one that deepens 
into trust and gratitude with experiences of risk, hardship, and grace. That history 
includes us here in FOH.  
 
As a people, we’ve been doing some wilderness wandering of late. We’ve felt 
unsettled, out of control, disillusioned, perplexed. Perhaps it would be a good 
time for us, as a community, to resolve to adopt a beginners’ mind; could we 
acknowledge our dismay that we can’t seem to be who we want and say we are, 
as followers of Christ, that we are, even after many years, still beginners.  And so 
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we lay aside some of our certainties, and maybe our questions too, about exactly 
what’s wrong and how it should be fixed. We set aside our perceptions of the 
faults and failures of others, and maybe also of ourselves. And perhaps we set 
aside even our desires for what our future should be. 
 
The practice of prayer in the dark night of the soul is especially appropriate in 
these times. There are many ways to pray, but in the end, one prays as one can. 
The important thing is that we pray with a beginner’s attitude: expressing our 
deepest desires with passion but without demand; eager to grasp the smallest 
graces and wonders that happen all around us; always giving thanks for God’s 
mercy and God’s mystery.  
 
I’d like to end with a prayer that comes from a saint name Gerald May; actually 
he was a psychiatrist, but he was a deep soul and always a beginner. 
 
Oh Lord help us to feel you; help us to know how precious we are to you, 
That we might become at least half so precious to ourselves. 
 
Keep alive within us, Oh Christ, your most precious gift to us 
Which is our burning, longing, wordless yearning for you. 
Grant to us the courage and the vulnerability and the dignity to claim our hunger for 
you, celebrating the pain and delight of our longing. 
 
Touch us beneath our will, opening us where we cannot open ourselves, 
Healing us where we cannot heal ourselves. 
And in the vibrant mystery of your Spirit within us accept our eternal gratitude for every 
act of goodness that comes to us from another or through us for another, 
For every nourishing way that souls may touch each other, 
and for the wonder,  the tender laughing touching calling beautiful wonder. 


