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And God spoke all these words, saying, "I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of 
Egypt, out of the house of bondage. "You shall have no other gods before me. "You shall not make for 
yourself a graven image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth 
beneath, or that is in the water under the earth; you shall not bow down to them or serve them; for I 
the Lord your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children to the third 
and fourth generation of those who hate me, but showing steadfast love to thousands of those who love 
me and keep my commandments. "You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain; for the 
Lord will not hold him guiltless who takes his name in vain. "Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it 
holy. Six days you shall labor, and do all your work; but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your 
God; in it you shall not do any work, you, or your son, or your daughter, your man-servant, or your 
maidservant, or your cattle, or the sojourner who is within your gates; for in six days the Lord made 
heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested the seventh day; therefore the Lord 
blessed the Sabbath day and hallowed it. "Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be 
long in the land which the Lord your God gives you. "You shall not kill." "You shall not commit 
adultery." "You shall not steal." "You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor." "You shall not
covet your neighbor's house; you shall not covet your neighbor's wife, or his manservant, or his 
maidservant, or his ox, or his ass, or anything that is your neighbor's."

Exodus 20:1-17
Revised Standard Version

Eleven days ago I was at St. Catherine's monastery located at the foot of Mount Sinai. The monastery was 
originally ordered built by Empress Helen, the mother of Constantine the Great, but was actually built in 527 by 
Emperor Justinian to house the bones of St. Catherine of Alexandria. It is built around what is thought to be 
Moses' burning bush. It is a spectacular natural setting for priceless works of art, including Arab mosaics, Greek 
and Russian icons, western oil paintings, paintings on wax, marbles, enamels, chalices. There is the second 
largest collection of illuminated manuscripts. The monastery even has a small 10th or 11th century mosque 
which was probably built to appease the Islamic authorities of the time. It has been called the oldest working 
Christian monastery, and the smallest diocese in the world. About twenty monks of the Greek Orthodox faith live
in the monastery. Tradition says that Moses received the Ten Commandments on top of this particular mountain. 
I thought while there, where is the affect of this moral compass today? Newsweek recently reported that 47% of 
Protestants could only recite four commandments, only 44% of Roman Catholics could.

Moral erosion continues in America according to James Patterson and Peter Kim. In their book The Day America
Told the Truth, they report that 74 percent of Americans will steal from those who won't miss it, and 64 percent 
will lie for convenience as long as no one is hurt. Most Americans (93 percent) say they alone decide moral 
issues, basing their decisions on their own experience or whims. Eighty-four percent say they would break the 
rules of their own religion. And 81 percent have violated a law they felt to be inappropriate.

A recent U.S. News & World Report article suggests that while Americans may be more spiritual than ever, 
confusing signals remain to be sorted out. For example, though 93 percent of Americans believe in God or a 
universal spirit, and 75 percent pray at least once daily, 70 percent say that individuals must decide on their own 
what is right and wrong. In addition, while 65 percent say that religion is losing influence on society, 62 percent 
say that religion has been gaining influence in their own lives.

In Slouching Towards Gomorrah: Modern Liberalism and American Decline, Judge Robert Bork makes case for 
censorship and other radical proposals for retaking America. After marshaling evidence of America's cultural and



political decline, Bork concludes we are well on the road to nihilism and spiritual chaos, if not on the cusp of a 
new dark age. Bork asserts that elitist modern influences have captured the culture and are polluting it with 
permissiveness, sloth, illegitimacy, smut, and crime. And with the aid of modern technology, the rot symbolized 
by some types of music and television.

Many who agree with Bork's dismay with what he calls the "profane manifestations of popular culture" will 
question his call for censorship yet at the same time realize that essential social restraints have been eroded by a 
"rampant individualism" that makes everyone his own judge of right and wrong. We live in a time when nothing 
can of itself be labeled wrong. The only intrinsic evil is lack of love. There are no absolute moral rules, binding 
to everyone in all situations. There are only general principles such as sensitivity to the needs and respect for the 
rights of other persons which must be applied to each situation as it arises. We hear of initiatives towards 
sensitivity training.

But censorship, is not the ultimate answer. What is needed, Bork holds, is a genuine religious revival and a 
vigorous reaffirmation of our Judeo-Christian moral heritage.

We need to revisit God's top ten, the Ten Commandments. Ever since Sam played it again at Rick's Cafe in the 
Humphrey Bogart classic film Casablanca, the refrain "the fundamental things apply, as time goes by," has held a
special fascination. It states a truth about life: that regardless of how much things may change, there are certain 
fundamental things that always apply. This is a truth we need to be reminded of in the present era which has been
variously described as the age of liberation, the age of transformation and even the age of new consciousness. If 
we forsake the fundamental things, we may look back and discover that we have lost our identity and much of 
the quality of life.

When you use the word "fundamentalism" a negative emotion surfaces. It is outfitted with feelings of fanaticism 
and narrow-mindedness. This contemporary sensation has diminished the setting whereby a religious truth can 
have a firm footing. One thing I hope you will be able to convince yourself of today is that fundamental things 
can be a positive force in our lives! And the Christian faith has some positive fundamentals. Universal 
fundamental things are already accepted in many areas:

Universal coordinated time is the accepted standard. The world must agree on one single non debatable fixed 
reference point for time-keeping. In navigation, ships at sea in the northern hemisphere have their non-debatable 
point of reference, the North Star. In music musicians worldwide always come back to concert "a" as their 
agreed upon standard. Concert "a" is always 440 vibrations per second.

We don't doubt the importance of these reference standards. Without them time would be lost, ships would be 
lost, music would be lost. There is a fundamental standard in biblical faith, in which we are lost if we fail to 
follow! That is found in the decaloge or Ten Commandments.

The Ten Commandments are the basis of Christianity and Judaism. "commandments" is a hard word literally 
"order", "leadership" or "directive." The antitheses of command is incompetence. We need to live by a competent
guide and that is found here in Exodus 20. What fundamental truths do they proclaim?

The first four are about relating to God and the next six are about relating to others. I guess it takes more 
direction to get along with another human that with God. Here they are:

Relating to God

Exodus 20:3 You shall have no other gods before me.

Exodus 20:4 You shall not make for yourself an idol .

Exodus 20:7 You shall not misuse the name of the Lord.

Exodus 20:8 Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.

Verses 8, 9, 10, and 11 remind us to take it easy and rest by keeping the Sabbath holy. More words are used 
supporting this commandment than any other. God was on to something. We need to rest. Some believe that 
over-commitment is the number one relationship killer of our time.

Relating to others



Exodus 20:12 Honor your father and your mother.

Exodus 20:13 You shall not murder.

Exodus 20:14 You shall not commit adultery.

Exodus 20:15 You shall not steal.

Exodus 20:16 You shall not give false testimony.

Exodus 20:17 You shall not covet your neighbor's house.

These commandments are not authenticated by public opinion but by God's opinion. Once when Babe Pinelli 
called Babe Ruth out on strikes, Ruth argued emphatically, "There's 40,000 people here who know that last one 
was a ball, tomato head." Pinelli replied: "Maybe so, but mine is the only opinion that counts." Christians are 
also pressed by the weight of numbers aligned against the moral law of God. But the Christian knows that in the 
end, only one opinion counts: that of the charitable umpire of all human affairs. Religious faith is not determined
by democracy, if that were the case we would not be here today.

As Christians who are organized as Congregationalist, let's remember that we are not free to do as we like. We 
are free to honor God by applying these commandments to our daily living. The morality of our nation and the 
world will be strengthened as we consciously live by God's top ten.


