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How many times those words have been heard in this sanctuary!  Of course not these 

exact words – since this is a recent translation of the Ten Commandments or Ten Utterances.  

And of course not in this exact sanctuary since in the long history of this congregation, these 

walls are still relatively new.  We began worshiping in this our sixth meeting house in 1881 after 

the former one, the first on this site, burnt down.   Until the congregation re-sited the building 

here in 1774, the previous meetinghouses had stood closer to the Harbor.  But still, the spirit of 

the words has sounded through the spirit of this congregation innumerable times over the 

centuries.  For it was a foundational passage for our Puritan ancestors who founded this church.  

Though  

Puritan churches had no pictures on the walls, no stained glass windows, not even crosses or 

other religious symbols, they did have words – often the first move to “decoration” in their 

sanctuaries was the inscribing of the 10 Commandments on the wall behind the pulpit. 

Last Sunday I talked about Shavuot and how the Jewish people came to receive this 

Utterance from Yahweh.  The Puritan people believed that this Utterance was also given to them, 

since they saw themselves as a new version of the ancient Israelites, also led by their God to 

cross a wilderness to found a new land which would be based in the equity of these words.   

In their understanding of this passage, Christians often cast them as a prerequisite – do 

this so that you may be acceptable to God and receive salvation.  They’re sometimes referred to 

as a contract between the Eternal and the people.  But to the Israelites and the Puritans they 

weren’t an “if this, then that” document.  In the story, when the ancient Israelites received these 

words, they’d already been claimed as Yahweh’s people – this was the God who’d led them out 

of slavery – they’d already been blessed.  The Ten Utterances aren’t a conditional document, 

they are a way to live for people who know themselves already walking in the paths of love and 

justice – they point the way to continue on.  For our Puritan ancestors, who also knew 

themselves to be held in God’s love, they were also a way to respond in love, not a way to get 

started on earning it.  For though they came at that conclusion from a different way from our 

understanding today, they too believed religion wasn’t about earning love or salvation, it was 

about living in gratitude for the great gift they’d already received. 

That gratitude was lived out in deepening the spirit – love of God, and in deepening the 

relationship with other people.   But our Puritan ancestors wouldn’t have phrased it this way and 

probably would have been horrified by this translation of the Ten Commandments. They would 

not have thought it permissible to play with the word of God in this way.   We have a different 

understanding of the word of God – if we even use the word. So just in our use of this passage 

you can see a hologram of our development as a congregation over the centuries and some of the 

questions our ancestors and we today still wrestle with:  What is transient, what is permanent?  

What do we need to hold onto?  What can we change?  What is essential to who we are?    

Some of the changes resulting from these centuries of conversation, prayer, and 

discernment are so normal to us that we don’t think of them as controversial.  For instance, there 

was no organ or any other musical instrument in our original meetinghouses.   The Puritans 

associated them with the pomp and flash of the Catholic and Anglican churches – they were 

instruments of sin and vanity.  Our ancestors sang a capella, with a song leader lining out 

metrical versions of the psalms.  It wasn’t until the mid-18
th

 century that instruments began used 

for worship in our churches. And it was only after that that what we think of as hymns began to 

be sung.  Think of what it means to move from singing only psalms – poems from the Bible 

supposedly written by King David – to singing hymns – modern religious poems often set to 
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popular tunes of the day.  Singing modern words to modern music says that the spirit is still 

speaking, that modern men and women can write words as inspiring as those in the Bible.  We 

take that outlook for granted – it’s foundational to our understanding of religion here today, but 

that was a radical step.  Can you imagine the conversations which went on in that earlier 

meetinghouse before the bass viol in the corner or the first organ or the first modern hymn was 

introduced?  One side arguing that the introduction of music or modern hymns would dilute their 

essence, another side arguing that music and new songs would be new way of expressing that 

essence. And though we can look back and say each was a good move, yet no one knew at the 

time, and each change did alter their understanding of who they were.  For imagine – who would 

we be if we gathered each Sunday without music and to sing only hymns which could be found 

in Scripture?  We certainly would not have the theology we have today.   

And so it is – each renewing of the congregation considers what and how much to change 

in the life of the church.  Each weighs what is essential and how to express it in their time.  

Almost 200 years ago, the Unitarian minister Theodore Parker wrote a radical sermon “The 

Transient and Permanent in Christianity” considering these questions.  He said that what was 

permanent was living in the ways of love to God and love to man and everything else was 

transient.  Other Unitarian ministers found this view so radical that wouldn’t exchange pulpits 

with him.  But when our Transcendental study group read the sermon this fall, we found his 

words inspiring and still as needed today.  For we still wonder how to distinguish between the 

transient and the permanent.   

By the way, Parker was the first to bring flowers into the sanctuary. He liked to preach 

with a vase of lilies on a table near his pulpit.  Before that time, such decoration was deemed 

irreverent.  Now we feel something is missing from our worship if we don’t have flowers on the 

communion table, not to mention poinsettias and wreaths at Christmas and tulips, hyacinths and 

lilies at Easter.   

So as always in the church and in our history, things are changing.  And as always, the 

question to ask is:  will this change help us manifest more clearly in our common life the Love 

which is at the center of our being?  The Love is timeless.  The ways we seek it, show it, and 

even name it are ever-changing.   

So how do we here at First Parish need to offer the good news of the Love which holds us 

all?  How do we offer it to our members and our friends?  How do we offer it to the children and 

youth of our church?  How do we offer it to those who aren’t here but need to hear it?  What 

does it mean that more and more people are not being raised in any church background?  How do 

we craft worship, explain our governance, and offer hands-on opportunities for justice work for 

people coming into First Parish who don’t have any experience with church?  At the same time, 

how do we, in the language of the Commandments, “Honor our parents,” our long-time 

members, making sure that they have rides to church and that when they get here they don’t feel 

alienated by the changes?  As theologian Anne Wimberly wrote,  "Congregations are 'soul 

communities,' in which young and old are soul-mates, bound together as an extended family of 

God, who love, support, and sustain one another. They should assure that senior adults are cared 

for and honored as resourceful contributors to community life, wisdom-givers, exemplars of the 

faith, and worthy recipients of care. How do we make this … vision concrete in our lives?" 

Churches have always lived at the turning point tradition and change. Sometimes they 

lean one way, sometimes the other as they consider what can be changed and what cannot.  

Today as part of our annual meeting we celebrate all the ways we are showing the timeless in 

time – through worship traditional and multigenerational, through offerings of money, children’s 
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clothes, food, and coats, through raking, baking, visiting, marching, and driving, through 

deepening our own and our children’s understanding of faith.  Going forward, how shall we 

continue to embody the timeless for our time? How shall we live into the constant transformation 

calling us forward?  I look forward to continuing this conversation with you in the coming years.

 

- Pamela M. Barz 

 

   Reading for We Give Thanks for Being Here Together 

Exodus 20: 1-14 (translated by Rabbi Yael Levy)

And in the silence, we heard these Ten Utterances: 

I.  I am, I was, I will be. I am the unfolding of all that is.  

I am constant transformation calling you forward to be.  

 

II.  You cannot arrest me in motion. You cannot grasp or hold me. 

Do not strive for certainty. Do not seek permanence. 

 

III.  Do not use a Divine name to make false promises. 

Do not use sacred teachings to lift up a destructive path. 

 

IV.   Rest, Stop, Pause. Honor creation. Declare your freedom.   

Rest and allow others to rest as well.  

 

V. Honor your parents. Honor your ancestors.  Honor those upon whose shoulders you stand. 

 

VI.  Do not murder. 

 

VII.  Do not betray. 

 

VIII.  Do not steal. 

 

IX.  Do not use the power of words to hurt or destroy 

X.  Feel the fullness of your life. Don't be led astray by comparing yourself to others. Don't get 

lost in desiring what others have. Be content. Be fulfilled with what your life brings.

 


