Choose to Live 							00/00/47 (date 					of 0l/05/47 arbitrarily assigned by editor)





Scripture:  Deuteronomy 30: 14-20





Text:  Deuteronomy 30: 19;  “I have set before thee life and 						death . . .  therefore choose life.” 





It was George Bernard Shaw who observed and remarked that the Bible is more up to date than the morning newspaper.  It is rather easy to see.  For one thing, most of the characters in the Bible are timeless and universal.  That is why they and the whole Bible itself have lived through the centuries.  They are not tied to Palestine or Egypt or Rome thousands of years ago but they walk our streets today and all of the streets of all the “todays.”





A poet, Sara Henderson Hay, has pictured some Bible characters in our American cities this way:





	Stone crumbles, but more staunchly fares


	A dust incredibly translated;


	Judas still haggles at his wares,


	Gain is forever new created.





	Delilah in a Paris frock


	Goes out to tea at five o’clock;


	Salome climbs the subway stairs;


	Potiphar takes the elevated.





You and I will probably meet some of them this week.





The Bible is also timely in that its moral and spiritual interpretations become contemporary in each new generation.  The 30th chapter of Deuteronomy is part of the prophetic interpretation of the Hebrew tradition.  The actual date of the writing is believed to be perhaps somewhere around 600 BC.  Change the date to 1947 AD and it fits us as close as a glove.  God is saying to our world today: “I have set before thee life and death.  Therefore choose life.”  That terrible choice is in the foreground and background of every day.





With a thoughtful look into history we can see many places where great choices have come between things which make for life and those which make for death.  The school of the prophets, stemming from Amos and Isaiah and Jeremiah, worked out an august interpretation of history in the experience of the Hebrews.  They were saying: This is the meaning of history; it is God confronting man in judgment and mercy; confronting him with a challenge to which he must respond.  In the invasions of Assyria and Babylonia, Jeremiah was saying: “There is a way of compromise and a way of obedience - choose!”





Down in history’s date chart near our day at the end of the First World War, there was a call for a new social mind-law instead of anarchy.  The new social mind tried to emerge in the League of Nations.  It was a choice of life or death.  But the will to make it work was lacking and so the winning choice became death.





About a year ago a distinguished figure, H.G. Wells, died.  The last words he ever spoke were printed on the front page of newspapers.  He said to some of those around his bedside: “Don’t bother me, can’t you see I’m busy dying?”  That was the last audible flicker of humor from a gallant spirit.





Now open up your own imagination and with these words in mind, “Can’t you see I’m busy dying?” ask the question, “What would it mean to be really busy living?”  Living in the large sense of the word as it came to Jesus’ lips, “This do and thou shalt live.” [Luke 10: 28].  “A man’s life consisteth not in the abundance of things that he possesseth.” [Luke 12: 15].  “This my son was dead and is alive again.” [Luke 15: 24].





If you can stand a solemn thought for a time let me say as cheerfully as possible that we are all busy dying physically.  This is no new thought and we may be cheered somewhat by the knowledge that life is tough and persistent and dissolution is usually a long, long process.  And those who are addicted to the study of statistics assure us that the longevity tables say that each of us had 15 years more than our grandparents had in life expectancy.





Nevertheless we are all busy dying.  This business probably sets in soon after birth.  Everyone of us carries in his bodily tissues the record of the lifelong fight between life and death that goes on in our bodies where life has thus far won in us.





A cheering thought cast over this picture came a while back when a Russian scientist announced that he had discovered how to live 150 years.  Some people began to plan accordingly.  Then a few weeks after the announcement the papers announced that the same Russian scientist had died at the age of 70; so the optimists had to revise the schedule again.





Now the question is: Are we busy living?  Most of us can say, We are busy, period.  I can say that; probably each of you can.  People will say, we have to be busy or we’ll miss the bus.





Incidentally, the value of catching the bus can easily be overrated.  A man in a New England city was observed making a Dagwood Bumstead sort of run for a bus.  One who was in the enviable position of waiting for the approach of his bus observed the sprint and wished he had a stop watch in hand to click as the runner caught up and swung aboard.  As he landed on the rear step of the scheduled vehicle his first breathless words were, “Where is this bus going?”





Probably a great many people have “caught a bus,” achieved an object, without ever asking what the destination is or whether they really wanted to make that trip or not.





We are busy - back in the old pattern again.  A big magazine advertisement proclaimed in large letters across the top of a page: “You are in a new age of accumulation.”  The general idea is that things are back - autos, radios, refrigerators, and washing machines - even shirts and maybe sugar.  The moral of the ad is quite clear - hurry, hurry, hurry to keep up with the busy age of accumulation.





Of course it is not easy to chose life, to discern what makes for life in any realm.  But recall simply two scenes from the busiest life ever lived, that of Jesus.  He had only a matter of months for his public ministry - to do all his work - and yet in that short period so much of his time seemed to be given to what looked like a series of interruptions and detours.  I suspect a modern efficiency expert would chafe and fume over Jesus’ use of time.  But Jesus must have had his own measurement of those considerations that were most worthwhile.  The first scene is repeated many times in his living.  It shows what was the one great priority in Jesus’ life - his conception of what it means to be “busy living.”  “He went up into a mountain and there prayed.”  [Matthew 14: 23; Mark 6: 46; Luke 6: 12; Luke 9: 28].





To Jesus the first and greatest need of living was in keeping life open to the spiritual influences that played upon him, open to God.  With him it was not “time out” for prayer, but time into the spirit for his recreation.  There he was busy living in life’s highest sense.  That is life for a flower, a tree, for man as well.  The tree on a quiet summer day when nothing seems to be doing is busy living - having commerce with sun, air, and soil for the in-pouring of that which sustains its life.





Jesus on a hilltop - multitudes of people through centuries who are opening their minds to the pull of the eternal - are busy living in the highest sense.  The question for us to ask ourselves is this: “Are we keeping life open to those real and unseen forces that can come into life?”





Dr. Halford Luccock got on a train and there heard himself called a name he had never been called before and he claims to have been called most everything and to be somewhat used to it.  The man who called him the name was the Pullman porter.  There was some discussion with the conductor over Dr. Luccock’s reservation.  And Luccock heard himself referred to by the porter 5 times as “this space.”  The porter said, “This space got on at Norfolk.”  “This space is going to New York.”  “This space came in from the other car.”  Perhaps that is what you are to the Pullman company when you travel via Pullman car - “this space.”





Well, are you and I anything else to God except “this space?”  Am I anything else at the table?  (I’d rather have a chance to ask my wife that question before you do!)  To the physicist we are space-occupying bodies - so many cubic inches, some a little more, some a bit less.  And eventually we are about that - six feet long; six feet down!





But what gives life its meaning is its relationships!





Your little table radio may be about 2 x 2 x 1 1/1 feet in space measurement - maybe much less.  Yet its relationship brings you the symphony that is going around the room and becomes a part of you.





Relationship to God is the glory of life.





In one of his poems, Keats uses this line: “I stood a-tiptoe upon a little hill.”  It is a good description of worship.  Jesus did it in Palestine; you and I can do it in Wisconsin Rapids.





A second scene where Jesus was busy living was also on a hill - another hill - overlooking the city Jerusalem which he loved desperately and over which he grieved: “If thou hadst known the things that belong to thy peace.” [Luke 19: 42].  And Jesus was busy living in his concern for his beloved city, his nation, his world.  He put his concern, his work, his very life, literally, into the welfare of that world.





We had better be terribly busy in that high and broad sense.  That means that we bring a Christian flavor of thinking like fresh yeast into the loaf of common welfare.  It means bringing our minds to the service of what makes for life and survival when so many of the world’s forces are making for death.





It is not difficult to see this quality of life in history.  Go to the 18th century for instance in days of the slave trade.  The commercial impulse said frankly: “There is money in the slave trade - money to produce the comforts and many of the refinements of living for you if you will own or deal in slaves.”  And there was!  But there were people who looked at it from a nearby hill - not far away either.  Wilberforce in England and John Woolman in American and many others.  They said: “There is denial of God in the slave trade.”  And there was!





There is an obligation on all of us to influence as much public opinion as we can. We all can influence some. This does not so much mean a detailed program - though details do have to be worked out - as it means knowing what Jesus put first in his outlook over the world.





Here are two things that mattered tremendously to him:  one, that a house built on sand cannot stand the storms; and a way of life not based on a moral and spiritual foundation is doomed.  The other is that people are more important than anything in the world - not just a few special people like you and me and the king of England, but people everywhere and everyone!





If we take those values of Jesus, building on moral and spiritual rock and putting personality (in person!) first, we’ll begin to find our way around in this world.  It might have an important bearing on our thinking on the tariff; on relief of world-wide starvation; on world trade; on labor-management questions; on help for displaced persons; perhaps even, and especially, on the dealings between Americans and Russians.





When a novelist died a few years ago there was found among his papers some suggestions for possible future stories that he might have written. One of them was this striking theme: “A widely separated family inherits a house in which they have to live together.”  Well, it doesn’t take a novelist’s imagination to know that some families could build a pretty fair family community out of that; and a lot of others would make of it a thing of spiritual torture - an outpost of hell (and not so far “out” either!).  We have invented a house - our modern, post World War II house.  It is pretty dilapidated, but it is the only one we have!  And we have to live in it together - or die together.  When we give ourselves to the ways that make living together in it possible, we choose life.


------------------------------


Delivered in Wisconsin Rapids on an unlisted date in 1947.


