
 
  

 
 It may seem odd to turn to non-human voices when the sermon is entitled 
“Becoming Human,” but I hope you will indulge me a few moments to hear from two 
sets of voices this morning, both decidedly non-human, but both worth listening to for the 
ways they invite us to become more human, which is to say, become more what God 
intends. 
 
 The first voices come from the flowers. Every Sunday I cannot wait to enter this 
space and see the flower arrangements. They are an integral part of our worship, and the 
people who prepare them do so lovingly and with an eye as to how these colors, soft 
pedals, and soothing aromas will speak. Jesus invites us to “consider the lilies.” The word 
translated “consider” also has the sense of “study” or “meditate.” Really sit down 
amongst the flowers and study them, Jesus says, and you will learn much about becoming 
human.  
 
 No poet of the modern era has helped us listen to the voices of the flowers than 
Mary Oliver. Her poem title for today says it all:  
 
  When the Roses Speak, I Pay Attention 
 
  “As long as we are able to 
  be extravagant, we will be 
  hugely and damply 
  extravagant. Then we will drop 
  foil by foil to the ground. This 
  is our unalterable task, and we do it 
  joyfully.” 
 
  And they went on. “Listen, 
  the heart-shackles are not, as you think, 
  death, illness, pain, 
  unrequited hope, not loneliness, but 
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  lassitude, rue, vainglory, fear, anxiety, 
  selfishness.” 
 
  Their fragrance is all the while rising 
  from their blind bodies, making me 
  spin with joy. 
 
 Surely her poem is influenced in part by the words of Jesus. Consider, study, 
meditate on the lilies of the field. They neither toil nor spin, yet Solomon in all his glory 
was not arrayed as they. And are you not of more value than they? Why then, why do you 
worry, why are you filled with those things that shackle the heart? Oliver uses some old 
words that could have been spoken in the 19th century: lassitude (physical or mental 
weariness and lack of energy), rue (bitter regret), vainglory (inordinate pride and vanity), 
alongside ones we more readily understand; fear, anxiety, selfishness.  
 
 The roses tell us that we think our hearts are imprisoned by things like death, 
illness, and pain, but all the while the real culprits are what Jesus calls “worry,” but can 
also be known by many other words, old and new. 

 
And the second non-human voice that may teach us something about what it means 

to become human comes not from the poetic flowers, but the concrete and metal locked 
door of the storage unit. My first experience with a storage unit, and its voice, was when 
we moved here. We owned a home in Memphis, and we needed to sell it before buying 
here. We also wanted to take time to shop for housing in Franklin. So, we moved into an 
apartment for nine months. Moving from a good-sized house in Memphis to a smaller 
apartment meant putting things in a storage unit. We rented one from the apartment 
complex and stuffed as much as we could into it. 

 
And then we lived our lives in that smaller space, with less stuff, for nine months. 

In that nine months, I don’t recall us ever having to go into that unit for anything. And 
when the nine months was over, and it was time to move into our new, roomier house, I 
pulled a truck up to the unit, slid open the door, and heard the unit say, “Do you really 
need all this stuff?” I said, “What?” And it replied, “You’ve gone nine months without it. 
Why don’t you sell it? Or, better yet, give it away to someone who needs it. You’ve gone 
nine months.” 

 
“I’m not sure about that,” I said. “What if there’s something there I really need? 

We spent a lot of money on this stuff.” 
 



And the unit said, “Consider the lilies of the field…” and I told it to mind its own 
business and moved the whole lot if it into the house. Among the things I retrieved were 
dozens of boxes of exactly 417 books that we moved into the house and into a closet 
beneath the staircase. How do I know how many books? Because Kim counted them, last 
month, when she got them out of the closet for the first time in over fourteen years, put 
them on the floor of our sitting room, and said, “You are nothing but a Gentile, seeking 
after all these books. Strive first for the kingdom of God…” Well, something like that. 

 
The roses, the lilies, the storage unit, my spouse, all speaking, summoning me out 

of an Egypt of my own making, into a land of freedom, into true humanity.  
 
When we recite the Ten Commandments, we leave out some parts of the text from 

Exodus 20. It’s not surprising we leave out the parts about God being jealous and 
punishing the children of parents who sin to the third and fourth generation. After all, we 
recognize that God is a God of grace and we remember Jesus explicitly rejecting the 
notion that God punishes children for the guilt of parents. But there’s one thing we leave 
out I wish we could return to when we recite the law: “I am the LORD your God, who 
brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.”  

 
The Ten Commandments lose much of their meaning if they are not understood as 

a gift to a liberated people. This people who had been treated as less than human, as 
slaves, were now free to be human. The “no other gods before me” is surely a reminder to 
not return to the gods of Egypt, with their incessant need to prop up the Egyptian regime. 
“No idols” is a command to not objectify this liberating and dynamic God, to try and 
control this God. “Wrongful use of the name of the LORD your God” is again a 
command not to try and make use of God for one’s own purposes, not to cheapen the 
holy name, which ultimately became a prohibition on even speaking the name.  

 
All these commands point back to the land of Egypt, which they had known for a 

long time now. One only need look at the ancient pyramids, the various images of gods 
for fertility, the sun and moon, for wealth and prosperity, to see that these 
commandments call Israel to a new way of life before a God who is radically different 
from the gods of Egypt, a God who is for them and calls them to freedom.  

 
But none of the commands are as direct a repudiation of life in Egypt and an 

invitation to becoming human than the command to keep Sabbath.  
 
Brueggemann reminds us of the brutal context. Pharaoh tells Moses and Aaron that 

the only reason they want to go out into the wilderness to worship is because they are 
lazy. He tells their taskmasters to no longer give them straw to make the bricks, but that 



they should gather the straw themselves, yet still be held to the same quotas. “You are 
lazy!”, says Pharaoh. “Lazy!”  

 
There is no rest for the slaves. There is no rest for Pharaoh. There is only endless 

production, bricks and more bricks, to build what? Big storage units for the overflow of 
grain. It is a system that is endless in its desire for more. 

 
Into this system comes what Brueggemann calls the “God of the burning bush. 

This God is unlike all the gods the slaves had previously known. This God is not to be 
confused or thought parallel to the gods of imperial productivity.”  

 
The fourth commandment, the command to keep Sabbath, is a gift to a liberated 

people. You are no longer slaves. You can rest. You can step out of the system of never-
ending production. You can enter a holy time of ceasing. In this freedom, you are truly, 
deeply, human. Because God rested – even God! – all are invited to enter rest. Pharaoh’s 
realm was restless; the LORD’s realm is restful. 

 
Jesus reminds us of the heart of the Sabbath law – which is not to cease all work 

Friday night to Saturday night, not to make Sabbath into one more religious duty, but to 
trust in the God who rested and invites us to rest. God is God, and we are not. The world 
can go on without our worrisome and anxious activity 24/7. “Why do you worry about all 
these things?” Jesus asks. Seek the kingdom of God, and all else will fall into place. 

 
When the Israelites went out into the wilderness, they left the storage units of 

Pharaoh, and all that grain, behind. They had to rely on God, who rained down manna 
from heaven. They were only to gather the manna they needed for their daily bread, 
except on the day before the Sabbath, when they were to gather enough for the day and 
the Sabbath day. In this way, they learned the source of all their bread, and lived in deep 
trust, free from worry. 

 
We come to the table of the Lord, longing to be free of all the heart-shackles of 

worry. Christ invites us here, as of old, to receive the bread of heaven, the cup of 
salvation, to set down our worry, to listen to the lilies and the roses, to spin with the joy 
of the freedom of the children of God, to become, in this freedom, authentically human. 
Let us come with joy to this table of grace. Amen. 


