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How to be [a] Blesseding
Deuteronomy 30:15-20
CWZepp, BWCOB, February 13, 2011
My family is a card playing family.  And like just about every card-playing family that I know, we have our game of choice.  For the Zepps, that game is 500.  If you’re not familiar with it, it’s a game similar to Spades or Hearts or Bridge – one where you play with partners and you try to take “tricks” from your opponents.  I grew up going to card parties at my grandparents house, where as a child, while the grown-ups went about their serious business of taking card tricks, I typically amused myself with my own serious business of making tracks – with a small toy truck on the lush carpet of my Grandparents living room floor.  To this day, when I visit my grandmother’s home and I see that carpet, my heart warms at memories of those days.  

As I got older, and my interest in toy trucks began to wane, I naturally became interested in the card games my family played.  And so I gradually learned the art of playing 500 by watching my family.  When it came time for me to actually try my hand at the game, my primary teacher became my Granddaddy Dick – a man whom I admired more than just about anyone else in my life.  Granddaddy Dick was one of those guys about whom I have never heard anyone utter a bad word.  He was just a good guy, and when he came into my family when he married my Grandmother about the time I was born, he transformed it.  In more ways than I can name, I can’t imagine our family without him.

He was my hero growing up, and so I emulated him, including the way he played cards.  So for instance, even now when we are playing 500 and I get 2 Aces and the joker dealt to me, I always bid 8-No Trump (a pretty high bid in 500) – just like he always did – no matter what else I have in my hand.  “Trust your partner and the widow” he would always say.  About 90% of the time, the risk would pay off.  Drove everybody else absolutely nuts, which of course, was part of the fun.  He would have a hand full of garbage other than those three cards, and somehow, he would manage to pull it off.  And when the others would complain and say things like, “How in the world did you manage to take 8 tricks with a hand like that,” he would just laugh and say, “Clean Living.”  

I never really got that joke for a long time, even after I had been repeating it for years.  I said it because he said it, and I wanted to be like him.  It never occurred to me until much later that embedded within that oft repeated quip was a sarcastic critique of a philosophy of life.  On the surface, the meaning was clear and simple – he was reaping the rewards of a good life.  It was obviously a joke, and was always met with the appropriate “Ha, ha” from the family.  But as with all of the best jokes, it contained a seed of truth – the kind of truth that sneaks up on you and reveals itself to you long after the moment has passed and often when you least expect it.  

I don’t remember exactly when the irony of Granddaddy Dick’s “Clean Living” joke dawned on me.  On some level, I supposed I always “got it” at some subconscious level, which is probably one of the reasons I was always so drawn to him.  But that little kernel of truth masquerading in the ironic has shaped the way I view the world.  

You see, my Granddaddy Dick was born into that generation just before the advent of many of our modern vaccines against childhood illnesses.  And as an unfortunate result, he was struck with polio as a young child.  The disease left him crippled for life.  For the first several years that I knew him, he was still managing to get around with crutches.  Soon the crutches gave way to a motorized wheelchair, and eventually, in the last years of his life, he was pretty much confined to his chair and his bed.  

Now I always admired the way that Granddaddy Dick didn’t let his handicap keep him from doing things.  My very first memory of him is when my family pulled up to their house and we watched from the car as he scaled a ladder onto the roof of the house to fix their antenna using pretty much just his arms.  Surely scared my grandmother to death.  But that was the kind of guy he was.  Before his mom died, she once told us how he negotiated the many steps in the multi-level public high school he attended by sitting down, putting his books and crutches on his lap, and raising or lowering himself up or down one step at a time.  That was in the days before public buildings were more accessible.  

At any rate, it is not a stretch to say that this man faced more than his fair share of adversity in life.  And that is why his joke about “Clean Living” was so ironic.  Here was a man saying repeatedly (and trust me, we heard it nearly every time we played cards) that he was blessed with success in his card playing ventures because of his good life.  And implicit in such statements, even when said in jest, is the assertion that life is fair – that we get what we deserve and we deserve what we get.  It is an idea that has deep roots in our human nature and history.  It is embedded in such treasured ideals as the Protestant work ethic and the American pursuit of happiness.  It supports the foundation of capitalism and hides (often not very well) in many of the “isms” that plague our society – racism, sexism, nationalism, etc.  The idea that we earn both our blessings and our curses runs deep in our humanity – not only in the west, but also in the east with ideas like Karma and caste and the like.  

It is also an idea that forms the backbone of the Deuteronomic tradition in the Bible, which includes not only Deuteronomy but also much of the books of Joshua, 1st and 2nd Samuel and 1st and 2nd Kings.  When we want to ask why bad things happen to us, the Deuteronomist historian has an answer – it is because we have broken our covenant with God.  In short, we deserve it.  And if we want to know how to be blessed, the Deuteronomist also has an answer for that – and it should come as no surprise – we should renew our covenant with God and faithfully abide by it, and our faithfulness shall be rewarded.  Again, we will get what is coming to us.  

Now I have to be honest and tell you that I have a problem with this theology.  And it is largely because of my Granddaddy Dick.  Not only him, but he is a good example.  For what could he have done to deserve polio as a child?  What great sin could he have committed to warrant a lifetime of crippled limbs?  And it is not just my own experiences – we also see a competing viewpoint in the Hebrew Scriptures in such places as the book of Job, and we can readily find explorations of such questions in the New Testament.  Over and over again we see Jesus contradicting such theology as he cures the sick and heals the lame.  I believe that Jesus clearly and repeatedly defied this blessings and curses theology in his life and teaching.  And though he never said it, I believe that every time Granddaddy Dick bragged about the 500 rewards of his “Clean Living” he was symbolically shaking his fist in defiance of a theology that told him that God blessed or cursed people based on their goodness and faithfulness.  

Nevertheless, I have to admit that there is some appeal in such a blessings and curses theology.  Because by just about any measure, I am and have been blessed myself.  I have more than enough food on my table and a good, steady job.  I have a roof over my head and enough capital to be expanding that roof.  I come from a solid, stable family of origin who taught me what it takes to be a relatively well-adjusted and mature adult.  I have a spouse who loves me and two healthy, bright, and energetic children.  I have everything I need, much of what I want, and significantly more than enough.  You might say that I am blessed.  And according to the blessings and curses theology of the deuteronomic tradition, I would be blessed for a reason – “Clean Living”

That is basically what we find in our scripture reading today, isn’t it?  Moses is speaking to the Israelites, who are all assembled to hear his farewell address before he dies and before the people enter the Promised Land.  Moses’ primary purposes are to remind the people of everything that has already taken place on their journey out of Egypt and their time in the wilderness and then to call them into a renewed covenant with God.  In essence, he is reminding Israel of the many blessings God has already shown to them, and then telling them how to be blessed in their future in the Promised Land.  Today’s scripture text is the conclusion of that speech, where he insists on the people making the right choice.  He has told them what they need to do to be blessed.  Now the people must choose.  If the people choose wisely, they will be blessed.  If not, they will be cursed.

And this is where I get stuck when I am reading passages like this one.  Because as I have already confessed, I have both a personal and a philosophical problem with the Blessings and Curses theology.  But I also resonate with the imperative to choose – to decide where our ultimate allegiance lies.  I do believe that while we may not be able to control what happens to us – we do control how we respond to whatever happens to us.  I believe we do choose, ultimately, how we will live our lives.  And so when I hear Moses imploring the Israelites to “choose life so that you and your descendants may live, loving the Lord, obeying and holding fast to God,” I want to say, “Amen!”

The catch, for me, comes in the next clause, when Moses asserts that choosing to love and obey God will result in long life in the Promised Land.  I just don’t believe that is how life – or God – works.  There are just too many bad things that happen to good, faithful people.  From where I sit, tragedy is indiscriminant.  Disease and disaster, violence and heartache, do not only target those who live apart from God.  Nor do so-called “blessings” come only to the faithful.  Health and wealth, peace in our communities or even in our hearts and minds, often seem to come with the luck of the draw.    

So then, what do I make of this tension I feel when reading such a passage?  What do I do with the fact that I don’t believe God blesses those who are faithful with health and wealth and curses those who are faithless with tragedy and heartache, as Moses seems to suggest here, but I also am drawn to his imperative to choose love and loyalty to God?  If I don’t believe such a choice will bring me blessing, why choose at all?  Is it just to secure my reward in the afterlife?  Is it just to pad my stats so that I have a better chance when standing at the Pearly Gates? 

I don’t think so.  And for a better answer, I return to my Granddaddy Dick.  As I said, he faced more than his fair share of adversity in life.  But he did not let that adversity destroy his life.  When he was dealt a childhood cursed with polio, he did not lose his faith – in God, in himself, or in the goodness and beauty of life.  When he could have given up and wallowed in self-pity, he chose to look beyond himself – to live and to give of himself. 

I don’t know the internal struggles that my Granddaddy Dick might have experienced throughout his lifetime.  Frankly, he seldom talked about himself.  But for as long as I knew him, he seemed pretty happy and content.  I dare say that in the end, he probably considered himself blessed.  But I don’t think he was blessed by what he got out of life.  He was blessed by what he gave in his life.  In choosing not to dwell on himself, in choosing to live life to its fullest, he became a blessing.  He became a blessing to his parents, for whom he provided care in their later years.  He became a blessing to my grandmother, who learned to love again after her heart was broken by my grandfather.  He became a blessing to my immediately family, whom he loved and cared for as his own.  And this is only what I saw with my own eyes.  

When we ask ourselves what we can do to be blessed in life, I think we are asking the wrong question.  I think the better question we can ask ourselves is what we can do with our lives to be a blessing.  For when we become a blessing, I think we will find ourselves blessed.  When I think about when I am happiest – when I feel the most blessed – it is when those around me feel happy and blessed, and when I feel like I am a part of that.  I don’t feel blessed when I look around and consider how lucky I am compared with others.  I feel most blessed when I am giving, serving, loving, sharing.  I feel most alive and blessed when I am able to be a blessing.

What will that get me?  Nothing necessarily.  At least not in a material sense.  It doesn’t guarantee me long life or a life free from worry or want.  It won’t yield a better balance in the bank or a more robust report from my physician at check-up time.  But I think it helps to orient my heart toward God.  It brings me into better relationship with the God who requires us simply to “do justice, to love kindness, and walk humbly.”  I think it helps me to experience the life that is really life.  And is that not ultimately what Moses was inviting the people to choose?  

In a commentary on this passage, Brett Younger has written, “The choices are not usually labeled ‘life’ and ‘death.’  Most of our decisions do not seem important, but life and death are before us every day.  We choose death when we ignore God and choose anything inferior.  Death is a slow process of giving ourselves to what does not matter.”  

So often we give ourselves to things that don’t matter.  We give ourselves to a quest for more, and bigger, and better.  We give ourselves a pursuit of happiness that doesn’t make us any happier.  We seek blessings that, in the end, aren’t really blessings.  So often we choose the slow death of giving ourselves to our selves.  

How different would our lives be if we chose instead to give ourselves to what actually does matter?  How different would our lives be if rather than seeking to be blessed, we sought to be a blessing?  How different would our lives be if we chose to give our lives to God and to others?  To serve not ourselves, but the good of others?  That would, I think, really be “Clean Living.”  And that would make each of us a blessing, and I dare say, just might make us blessed.  

