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Genesis does not tell us why God created the world. It just jumps in to the story of how: 
“In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth…”

So when I was 11 or 12 and in Confirmation class, I asked my teacher why. Why did 
God decide to create Creation? (Of course I was that kid in Confirmation class.) And – 
considering what a giant and probably unknowable question that is – my teacher had a 
surprisingly quick answer. She said: “God created the world because God was so full of 
love, that God just had to create a world to share it with.”

And even though Genesis doesn’t say that, and even though we can’t presume to know 
the mind of God – I think my teacher was probably right.

I mean, just think about how often our scriptures tell us that God loves the life God 
created. In the Creation story, we hear God say over and over that what God created was
good. And we hear that God created us in God’s image. The Psalms sing the refrain of 
God’s steadfast love for us.

The prophet Zepheniah told the people: “The Lord your God is in your midst, a mighty 
one who will save; [God] will rejoice you with gladness; [God] will quiet you by 
[God’s] love” (Zeph. 3:17).

And when we get to the Gospels, we hear that “God so loved the world, that [God] gave 
[God’s] only Son, so that whoever believes in him will not perish but have eternal life” 
(John 3:16). 

And all that’s just a tiny sampling of the huge number of times the Bible tells us of 
God’s unending love for us and the world God created.

Picking up on this aspect of who God is and what God cares about, ancient Jewish 
teachers came up with this really powerful rule. For those of you who love hearing 
Hebrew: it is called pikuach nefesh. For those of you who love knowing what words 
mean: pikuach nefesh literally means “preserving life.” The phrase represents the rule 
that human life comes first. 99.9% of laws  – of God’s own laws – can be broken in 
order to preserve a life. Actually, the rule is even stronger than that: “One is not merely 
permitted – one is required to disregard a law that conflicts with life or health.”1
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This rule was already a thing in Jesus’s time. In fact, we know that Jesus interpreted this 
rule liberally. Remember that time Jesus healed a woman on the Sabbath? She had been 
bent over, unable to stand up straight, for eighteen years. And when Jesus met her, he 
healed her on the spot – even though it was the Sabbath, the day when we’re not 
supposed to do any work.  And this religious leader who saw that happen, he accused 
Jesus – and the woman – of breaking God’s law. 

Now there’s a good chance that the religious leader would have been okay with Jesus 
healing someone who was literally about do die on the Sabbath, because of the pikuach 
nefesh teaching. But where was the line? When could one start breaking the Sabbath law
in order to help someone? This woman had been bent over for 18 years – many teachers 
may have said: What’s one more day? Better to keep the Sabbath commandment.2

But Jesus disagreed. He said it didn’t have to be an emergency situation – improving 
human life was the whole point of the Sabbath commandment (Luke 13:10-17).

Jesus lived and taught that “God’s commandments are not about restrictions on life...
[they] are supposed to enable us to live in the image of God to the fullest extent 
possible.”3 He lived this generously, abundantly, not only by healing on the Sabbath, but 
also by choosing forgiveness over condemnation, peace over violence, by telling us to 
love our enemies – and, ultimately, by dying and rising for the life of the world. In his 
living and even in his dying, Jesus put life first.

Are you with me so far? God wants us to put saving human life first. Human life over 
traditions and institutions. Human life over comfort. Human life over pride. Human life 
over property. Human life even over God’s commandments.

So as followers of Jesus, called and sent to share God’s amazing love with the world – 
how are we doing? Are we putting life first?

The events of the last couple of weeks have forced us to meet the unblinking stare of 
that question.

The protests of the weeks have caught our attention in a way that protests haven’t in past
years – and, unfortunately, it’s because of all the violence we’re seeing. Looting, 
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burning, vandalism, police using tear gas or even more violent methods – it catches our 
attention, it breaks our hearts, it makes us angry.  
But because they catch our attention  – they are doing something in us. God is using all 
that happening to stir us up. All that’s going on – good and bad, righteous and random 
and malevolent – it’s all forcing us to keep remembering what set it all off in the first 
place: the killing of George Floyd. Or at least they should be, because life comes first.

All of what’s going on should make us remember not only George Floyd, but also 
Ahmaud Arbery, a 25-year-old black man who was chased down and shot while jogging 
in his Georgia neighborhood in February. And also Tamir Rice, a twelve-year-old who 
was shot within two seconds of a police cruiser pulling up to inspect him. And also 
Philando Castile, a man my age who was shot seven times during a traffic stop. And also
DeAunta Terrel Farrow, a twelve-year-old boy who was out for a walk when he was 
shot.

And also all the hundreds of unarmed people of color who have been killed, but whose 
names do not make national headlines. All the families who grieve that they were taken 
from them.

What’s going on right now should make us remember not only all these deaths – but also
the smaller moments of violence and verbal abuse and suspicion that people of color 
face every single day. A friend of mine shared on Facebook this week that when she was 
fourteen, a police officer asked to see her train ticket and was soon calling her words I’m
not allowed to say in the pulpit. She said that she almost forgets about this incident, 
because she has experienced so many more moments just like it. 

And when we listen to people of color tell their stories, we’ll hear that she is not alone. 
For people of color, being suspected and intimidated is an almost daily occurrence. 
Doesn’t matter if they’re out of a job, a college student, a doctor, or a pastor; doesn’t 
matter if they’re living in the projects or in a safe suburban neighborhood. They treated 
like their lives are a threat. They are treated like their lives don’t matter.

And as Christians, we are a commanded to remember all of this. We are commanded to 
remember all the lives that are not put first.

And when we remember, God asks us to do what we can do to right these wrongs. To 
put their lives first.

There are things each of us can do, right now. And we don’t all have to do the same 
thing.



If you find yourself really angry at hearing this sermon and disagree with your pastor 
preaching on all this – first of all, thank you for still listening and not turning off your 
computer or fast-forwarding till you get to hear Brian sing. You sticking around anyway 
is a big thing. And even though you disagree with some of what I’ve said today, I 
encourage you to still hang on to that holy rule of putting life first. 

And one thing you could do now to to put life first is just to be curious. Is some of I’m 
saying true? Why do some people interpret what’s going on differently than you do? 
Why are so many people of color feeling so heartbroken and furious right now? If you 
have a relationship with a person of color, ask them what they think. I’m not asking you 
to change your mind – I’m just asking you to be curious. Just being curious is one of the 
most powerful ways we can put life first, and it’s one of the greatest things we can do to 
help our intensely divided nation.

If instead, over the last couple of weeks you have found yourself thinking, “Okay, I 
knew people of color still experienced racism in this country, but I don’t really know 
that much about it,” one way you can put life first is to learn more. There’s a great 
podcast called Scene on Radio, and its second season deals with racism in America.4 You
can listen to episodes while you’re walking your dog or doing the dishes. You can read a
book. There are lists online right now with great recommendations, and we are forming 
a reading group at St. Andrew which will read and discuss a book called White Fragility.
Elaina Bussone is starting a group for teenagers to read the young adult novel The Hate 
U Give. Or, you can watch a documentary like White Like Me, 13th, or Just Mercy. You 
could sit the whole family down to watch a movie like Selma or Hidden Figures. Follow
the Equal Justice Initiative or Colorlines on social media to get daily reminders of what 
life has been like and is like for people of color.

And, in two weeks our synod will be holding many educational events online as together
we remember the shooting at Mother Emmanuel Church in June of 2015. Keep your 
eyes out for those opportunities.

Finally, if you have a fire in your bones and are wanting to start taking action against the
racist patterns in our country, here are some ideas for you: get connected with a local 
action group like Showing Up for Racial Justice or the Tennessee Justice Center. Or, 
think about starting a group here at St. Andrew (I’d help you). 

If you don’t have time to give, maybe you can donate money to organizations like these, 
or even to the Emergent Fund,5 which is specifically supporting COVID-19 relief efforts
in communities of color. You could even grab some takeout from Big Shake’s Hot 
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Chicken & Fish across the street from St. Andrew and call it a good deed, supporting a 
black-owned business.

And if all this is too much for you to remember, but you want to – just get in touch with 
me. I can send you a list.

In the beginning, God created all that exists out of an abundance of love. In Jesus, God 
lived among us, died, and rose for us out of an abundance of love. The Holy Spirit now 
fills us with that love, so that we may share it with the world.

So, Christians, let us love, not just in word or speech, not just in cliched phrases, not just
in social media posts – but in truth and action (1 John 3:18). Let’s truly put life first.

Let us pray.


