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 Rivers have always represented borders for me. I grew up in a small town in southern 

Illinois, right on the Indiana state line, separated by the Wabash. Whenever we crossed that wide 

expanse on the Red Skelton Bridge, he was from Vincennes, Indiana, I always knew we were 

heading for what passed to me as a big city or returning home to my sad little town. But on the 

west side of Illinois, directly across the state from my town on Highway 50 was an even more 

exciting border. St. Louis lies on the other side of the big Mississippi River, so crossing that 

always meant something exciting—the famous zoo, where Marlon Perkins himself was the 

director; maybe an actual Broadway production; or after high school my first two years of 

college.  

  

 All that’s to say I understand the significance of crossing a river. It’s always meant a 

journey into the unknown, a transition from old to new. For the people of Israel crossing the 

Jordan was just such an experience. They had wandered for so long after escaping slavery in 

Egypt, forty years, a whole generation. And always under the watchful eye of their liberator, 

Moses, who at this point in the story, toward the end of Deuteronomy, was reaching his end. As 

they stand on the river bank, ready to cross to the Promised Land, Moses gives them one last set 

of instructions, a final word of wisdom to launch them on their way.  

 

 I find it hard not to read this passage from a modern political context. These words 

written in a very different time for a very different purpose are used today by many to justify 

circumstances that are intolerable and unsustainable. But I want to put all that aside right now. 

This is not a story about the modern conflict between Israel and Palestine. This is a story about 

movement from one way of being to another.  

 

 The children of Israel are on the brink of becoming a new creation. By crossing the 

Jordan, a boundary separating past and future, death and life, they will enter a world where their 

values and sense of meaning will be forever shaped and challenged. Moses tells them they have a 

choice. They can continue in their old ways, be the same people they were in Egypt. They can 

continue to live as slaves, bound to fear and pointless toil. Or they can turn and walk a new path; 

they can choose life.  

 

 In Egypt they were bound to death, according to scholar Walter Brueggemann, because 

there they were forced into meaningless production to serve the expansionist policies of the 

Pharaoh. The Pharaoh was erecting monuments to himself and building a society dedicated to his 

totalitarian rule. Whenever we serve a totalitarian state or a cultic leader we are serving death. 

The reality, though, is too often we serve them without realizing it. Too often we allow ourselves 

to be coopted by a leader or the state and participate in death by serving economic systems or 

campaigns of hatred toward certain populations. We allow ourselves to become attached to ways 

of thinking and acting that alienate us from our true selves, from the divine within. 

 



 The alternative to that, according to Moses, is the way of Torah. Torah is more than a set 

of rules for living. It’s more than laws and commandments. Torah is the path of compassion; it 

reveals the way of God’s heart and invites us to walk the way of life. Through Torah the children 

of Israel would find meaning. When they cross the border into the Promised Land, the real 

promise will emerge from within them. Because it’s not the land that matters to God, it’s the 

people’s hearts.  

 

 All that time spent wandering has led them to this border, to this choice. And that, I think, 

is the journey we’re all walking. We’re all faced with the choice Moses gives. We can go on 

blindly following the world’s expectations, serving our egos and the designs of countless 

totalitarian forces in the world, bowing down to other gods. Or we can choose life. We can 

choose the way of compassion and end our bondage to death.  

 

 I think that’s the message Jesus brings. Every time we decide to follow the way of Christ 

we make a choice for compassion against death. There’s a reason, you know, why Jesus’ 

ministry begins at the Jordan. The Jordan is the place where choices are made, it’s the boundary 

between life and death. So in a sense we’re all standing on the river’s edge, poised to enter the 

Promised Land.  

 

 The question is can we make that choice? Moses tells the people in no uncertain terms 

what path they need to follow if they want to live to become God’s promise. It’s not enough just 

to recite the commandments. We have to take them to heart. We have to be devoted to them the 

way the psalmist is in Psalm 119. It’s the longest chapter in the Bible. That psalm goes on and on 

about love for Torah, not just obedience to it or respect for it, but deep love. We can hear a little 

of that even in the first few verses: “O that my ways may be steadfast in keeping your statutes! 

Then I shall not be put to shame, having my eyes fixed on all your commandments.” It’s not a 

burden to follow the way of Torah anymore than it’s a burden to carry your child.  

 

 That’s the level of devotion we’re invited to have for the way of Christ. When we choose 

life, we choose it for love, not obligation or to avoid stigma. We become God’s promise in the 

world through our love for compassion. That means living in a new way. It means giving up our 

reliance on our own power and turning ourselves over to the love God reveals in God’s word.  

 

 And it means letting go of our privilege, our status and risking comfort and security. 

Crossing the border from death to life, ironically puts us in jeopardy. When we stand for 

compassion with people at other rivers, like the Rio Grande, say, we risk being at odds with 

forces that demand total allegiance, forces with no interest in compassion. When we stand with 

those who are the targets of hatred we risk being branded as traitors or heretics. That’s what 

happens when we choose life and compassion over death.  

 

 So, today, like every day we stand on the border. Are we willing to cross? Are we able to 

choose the way of life? God is counting on us to be God’s promise in the world. God is counting 

on us to put compassion first, ahead of every other commitment so we can enter the Promised 

Land. 

 

Amen 


