The Bill of Rights
Several years ago, when I was still a wet behind the ears Curate in my first parish, we held Wednesday Evensong Services during Lent. The reason that I mention this is because the sermons during those Lenten Services followed a theme, and for one particular Series, I preached on the Ten Commandments. The culmination of the Series was an analysis of the two Great commandments cited by Jesus as the most important: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your soul, all of your heart, all of your mind and all of your strength” and “You shall love your neighbor as yourself”. In comparison and analysis I discovered that as well as being these two great commandments, they were also (and most importantly) summaries of the afore mentioned Ten – relationship with God being dealt with in the first four, and relationship with others, our neighbors, being covered by the last six. You can look them up yourself – at your leisure – on page 317 of the Book of Common Prayer. Jesus obtained that second Commandment from the very passage that we read for our first lesson this morning and, when it is cited in the Gospel According to Saint Luke, a lawyer asks, “Who is my neighbor?” Jesus response is the well known parable of The Good Samaritan, which gives us the answer, “Everybody is!”

And how do we love our neighbors? That is done by ensuring their peace, comfort, protection and well being. Pop quiz – what do we call the first Ten Amendments to the Constitution?...A Bill of Rights is an article that is common to most of the Free societies and peoples of the world, nearly all democratic countries have such an article, which spells out rights and freedoms that the people can expect, to ensure their peace, comfort, protection and well being. In a deep analysis of the last six of the Ten Commandments, we can see the genesis of such a bill of rights which illustrates that which the people of God are entitled to. Such areas as freedom from malicious prosecution, safety from bodily harm, freedom to hold and retain possessions, freedom from slavery are all covered and they do reflect in many ways our own Bill of Rights (don’t worry, I’m not going to read it all to you now, maybe some other occasion). All of these values are necessary and important in a legal and moral sense, and they impact individuals’ lives. But is that all? Most of the rights and values of the articles have to be hammered out and argued over in courts of law to make them relevant, and I’m not saying that that is a bad thing, but the process can take months or years to resolve. What then of the persons that need help right now? How are they to be helped? 

I draw your attention again to that reading from Leviticus and to a different Bill of Rights contained therein that directly impacts the individual. We read, [vv. 9-10]. These words speak of a basic human right and need, the right not to starve or to go hungry, and the need of the “haves” to provide for the “have nots”. Parenthetically, this admonition has a particular significance for us. We read in the Book of Ruth that Boaz not only followed this admonition but even instructed his harvesters to leave a little extra so that Ruth and her Mother in law, Naomi, would have enough to eat. This was the beginning of the great romance that was to flourish between Boaz and Ruth, and that union produced, as one of its descendents, David, who is, of course, the ancestor of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.

Reading on [vv. 11a, 13a]. In these few words we find the basic right and privilege to own and retain property without the fear of it being taken away unjustly. [vv. 11b, 15a, 16]. Here we have the right of every person to have the blessing of a good name and to maintain that name. Sometimes our good name, our honest name, is the only bastion that we have in a hostile world, it is good to have that right and honor protected. [13b] This is a right that we can all understand and agree with, the right to full and prompt compensation for work done. In a society such as ours, in which each of us has bills that need to be paid, we need to be assured that the means to meet our own obligations are not dependent upon the whim of others, the same can be said of the itinerant laborers among the Israelites, many of whom had no family ties and no place to call their own, they needed funds for both shelter and food. [v. 14] Dealing with the marginalized and the handicapped, this right is given to them, not to be down trodden or taken advantage of. [v. 15b] speaks of the right for equal justice for all, rich and poor alike. Money should not be able to buy a favorable judgment. And finally [vv 17-18] gives everybody the right to a safe, peaceful existence. 

These rights that God gave to Moses to give to the people are not legalistic exercises that have to be thrashed out in court, they are basic needs and necessities to have life, comfort (freedom) and peace (the pursuit of happiness). How much better off would our society, our country, even our city be if we had in place such basic and fundamental rules and guides? Would anyone be hungry? Would anyone feel oppressed? Would anyone feel persecuted or downtrodden? Nor would anyone feel the need to destroy others property or reputation. God and Moses had the right ideas, maybe we should endeavor to recapture that Spirit. Amen. 

