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Deuteronomy 34: 1-12 (Seeing the Promised Land)
When I served at All Saints of the Desert, every six weeks I officiated at burials of the indigent at the Maricopa County White Tank cemetery.  The indigents had no money, and rarely any family of record.  The only witnesses to the burial services were usually the members of the sheriff’s chain-gang, incarcerated in the Maricopa County jail.  They volunteered to help with the burials.

Once, while I was officiating at one of the burials, as the coffin was being lowered, the women inmates began singing a praise song.  I had never heard it before – I found the melody both haunting and lyrical.  After the service I asked about the song, and they told me an inmate wrote it, in the year 2000.  Here are the words:

There are times when I’m alone

I think of where my life has gone

It’s gone from less to none

How did I make it – that’s when you have come.

All those lonely days and nights

Broken friendships, broken lives

All those tears I’ve left behind

How did I make it – that’s when you have come.

I get down on my knees and pray

I ask the Lord to guide my way

Lord I’m so tired – tired of all the pain.

Don’t leave my side I pray

In your shadow I will stay

Singing praises to your Holy Name

Will you forgive me, and take away my pain?

The chorus, repeated after each stanza is:

Here I am Lord.  What’s your plan Lord?

Will you take my hand Lord

And lead me to the Promised Land?

The song concludes with the final words:  Here we are Lord.

The promised land.  God’s covenant with Abraham, then named Abram.  In Genesis we hear of God saying to him, “To your descendants I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the Euphrates . . .” But God tells Abram that his descendants will be enslaved and ill-treated four hundred years, and only then inherit the promised land.

In Exodus we hear the fulfillment of this, with Moses leading God’s chosen people out of Egypt through the wilderness.  In Numbers we hear of Moses sending out twelve men, one from each tribe, to explore the land of Canaan.  And they returned to him saying that the land, the promised land, flows with milk and honey.

At Kadesh, in the Desert of Zin, there was no water.  The people quarrelled with Moses, complaining about being brought out of Egypt to “this terrible place.” And the Lord says to Moses, “Take the staff, and you and your brother Aaron gather the assembly.  Speak to that rock before their eyes and it will put out its water.”

So Moses took the staff and told the people, “Listen, you rebels, must we bring you water out of this rock?  Then he raised his arm and struck the rock twice with his staff.  Water gushed out, and the people and their livestock drank.  But the Lord said to Moses and Aaron, “Because you did not trust me enough to honor me as holy in the sight of the Israelites, you will not bring this community into the land I give them.”  And the waters became known as Meribah, meaning quarrelling.

In the book of Deuteronomy, Moses places the blame on the people, not on himself.  In chapter 1 Moses tells the people, “Because of you the Lord became angry with me also and said, ‘You shall not enter it, either.’”
  In chapter 3 Moses tells the people that he pleaded with the Lord to allow him to cross the Jordan and enter the hill country and Lebanon.  Adding, “Because of you the Lord was angry with me and would not listen to me.”

In chapter 4 Moses repeats this, saying, “The Lord was angry with me because of you, and he solemnly swore that I would not cross the Jordan and enter the good land the Lord your God is giving you as your inheritance.”

In chapter 32, God corrects this, saying, “There on the mountain that you have climbed you will die and be gathered to your people, just as your brother Aaron died on Mt Hor and was gathered to his people.  This is because both of you broke faith with me in the presence of the Israelites at the waters of Meribah Kadesh in the Desert of Zin and because you did not uphold my holiness among the Israelites.  Therefore, you will see the land only from a distance; you will not enter the land I am giving to the people of Israel.”

And this brings us to our OT lesson for today.  Here Moses is no longer blaming the people of Israel; here God is no longer speaking of Moses’ personal failures.  Moses is shown the land promised to Abraham and Isaac and Jacob.  And he is told that he will not enter it.

There are many images of the promised land.  On the night before his assassination, April 3rd 1968, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. addressed a crowd in Memphis:

Well, I don't know what will happen now. We've got some difficult days ahead. But it doesn't matter with me now. Because I've been to the mountaintop. And I don't mind. Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place. But I'm not concerned about that now. I just want to do God's will. And He's allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I've looked over. And I've seen the promised land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight that we, as a people will get to the promised land.

For Martin Luther King the promised land was one where his children would be judged by the content of their character, rather than by the color of their skin.  In the song written by the prisoner, it was deliverance from a life of pain and suffering.  For my father, it was going home to be with Jesus.

It has been a difficult couple of weeks for our family.  Paulette’s father died on Oct 1st.  I was enroute to officiate at my father-in-law’s burial service in Indiana when I learned of my father’s death.  It didn’t come as a surprise.  Just a week earlier I had made a very quick, last-minute trip to see him.  Lucid, good discussions, but at times he was suffering.  I told him that one of my reasons for the short visit was to let him know that it would be fine for him to “go home” before my visit at the end of the month.  That I would rejoice if he went home earlier, and I would rejoice if I saw him at the end of the month.  When he was having a hard time, we both prayed that God would bring him home.

My father had been on the border of the promised land for some time now.  And I am not thinking so much about the failure of his health as the nearness of his spirit to the Kingdom.

After officiating at my father-in-law’s burial, I changed my flight plans to go to Indian Mound TN, to attend his memorial service this past Thursday.  It was a doozy.  You see, he had planned this from November, 2007.  We had a standing joke about “the manila envelop” which contained detailed instructions for his wife Deloris and me about what to do when he died. Well over a dozen, single spaced, hand written pages.  And over a dozen hymns, that he reluctantly culled to five after talking it over with his pastor, Jeff Wallace, and me.  Before the service, during the viewing, I complimented Jeff on his tie.  I told him that dad would have liked the red tartan plaid.  He laughed and said that he knew he would.  That it was the Wallace tartan, and dad had asked him to wear it at his memorial service.

Jeff Wallace is Deloris’ nephew, pastor of Dyers Creek Church of God in Dover TN.  The day began with an open casket viewing at the church, per dad’s request, which started at 10am and continued until 3pm, when the service began.  It included readings from the Bible, hymns, and testimonies from those who attended.  There were a lot of folks from the church present, and a lot of testimonies.  Dad was there, too.  Open casket, per his wishes, throughout it all.  The service lasted for two hours.

I was struck by a common theme of the testimonies – dad’s devotion to praying for them, and the example he set by how he lived his life.  One man told how he has doubts, that his faith is like a battle.  But when dad prayed for him it was easy for him to believe.  Deloris told of a previous discussion with a member of the church, telling her to take a good look at dad’s face.  Because, Deloris told her, she will not meet many people who will pray for her daily, by name.  But my dad did.  And I knew that went for me and my entire family, too.

After the service there was an open invitation to all for a potluck in the church hall.  A tremendous amount of food, with everything from fried chicken to turnip greens.  When the last guests left, I was exhausted.  But it was everything my father had wanted.

And I realized that dad had seen the promised land.  That the lives of his grandchildren – their education, their marriages, their jobs, and above all their love for each other – had all turned out the way that he had hoped and prayed.  As had Paulette’s and mine.  And he had seen the promised land for his church family, who had been touched by the faithful witness of his life.

Dad has now been welcomed into the promised land.  No suffering, no pain.  Just inexpressible joy in the presence of God the Father, with Jesus and the Holy Spirit.  In the presence of all those he loved who had died before him.  And there, in this promised land, he continues to pray for me and my family.

So what does your promised land look like?  For death is its portal, and all of us go down to the dust.  Yet even at the grave we make our song: Alleluia, alleluia, alleluia.
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