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HELP!!!!!!!!  I have turned into a valley girl and I did not even know it.  Help!  I am a breaker of commandments and I missed it, missed it completely.  My comeuppance was at hand, it was time for me to be reminded of my errors, and God did it in such a marvelous manner.  Here is the story.  
I had the most amazing conversation over lunch several weeks ago.  It was with a wonderful woman whom I just wanted to get to know better.  As we talked somehow we ended up with her expressing one of the things that concerns her in the church.  That thing was how easily men and women of God use God’s name in vain.  Then, her voice dropped, her eyes lowered and she said, even people in leadership in the church seem not to care about using God’s name in vain.

Sitting across from her I thought about all of the times I had heard people say, well for God’s sake can’t you get it together, not realizing they had used God’s name without thinking.  Or the ever present, God Bless You, with no hint of prayer undergirding the use of the words; just the formality of responding in a polite manner to someone who sneezed.  And of course there is the projectile use of God’s name when one stub’s one toe in the middle of the night or some exasperating thing happens as you drive and out comes, God.  Then there is my favorite, Oh My God, the cry of every valley girl, now so predominant we don’t even have to use all nine letters, just three, OMG.

As I sat with this dear sister, listening to her concern regarding the use of God’s name, I did not know what God was doing; I did not know how God was using her words.  But God does have a way of planting seeds that will sprout in us when we least expect it.
After that lunch, over the course of the next few weeks I was shocked, absolutely shocked, at the number of times God’s name flew out of my mouth in ways that had nothing to do with prayer or praise, with worship or with the intent to call upon the name of the Lord.  Over and over I found myself saying, well Good God, can’t you see the forest and not just the trees or, Jesus don’t they understand the importance of their actions, or God, I am so frustrated by the foolishness I see on television, and apparently my own personal favorite, Oh My God, let me tell you about this great travel agent in my church, her name is Bunny, Oh my God let me tell you about the seats she got for me and my sister to see the Lion King on Broadway, Oh my God let me tell you about all of the rain that fell in New York last week, oh my God wait till you see the play Race it is so powerful, oh my God, oh my God!
Oh my God (and this time I mean it), I have become a valley girl.  Oh my God, I have filled my mouth with your name and at the same time I have emptied it of its importance, of its weight, of its hope.

And that is exactly what the Third Commandment advises against.  When God says to Moses, do not take the name of your Lord, your God in vain, what the word vain means is, do not empty God’s name; do not empty it of its power, of its hope, of its grace, of its joy, of its majesty; do not empty it of its redemption, of its mercy, of its presence, of its power to heal, of its love.  
The Third Commandment reminds us of what Moses learns beside that burning bush in Exodus; what Moses learns when God says to him my name is not a noun, and yes I know the text does not put it this way.  But God does say to Moses, my name is I am that I am and that statement conveys that God’s name is not a noun.  It conveys that God’s name is a verb.  
God’s name is a way of being.  God’s name is an enacted promise, a promise of being; I was with your ancestors, I am with you, and I will be with those who come after you; those who sit in a pew on the corner of Lincoln and Grove.  Moses, God says on that morning by that bush, my name is a relationship of being I am yours, and you are mine, forever, across the generations.  My name is a covenant of being one that I will not break with you.  My name is a perpetual offer to you.  You will never be alone, you will never be without power, you will never be without hope, you will never be without me, for I have told you my name and it is a name full of being.  

God’s name is full and it is not to be emptied.  That’s what it means to not take it in vain.  But, beloved, that’s exactly what we do, we empty God’s name of meaning each time we use the Divine name as a modifier for our speech, each time we punctuate our thoughts with exclamations of Divinity’s presence.  We take God’s name in vain with our mouths, but you know what, that may not be the worst of it.  

Because I do not think God sits in heaven with a divine record book writing down with meticulous accuracy each of my transgressions with the Divine name.  I do not think my taking God’s name in vain is the worst of it, but only the beginning of it.  The worst of it may be what happens in the interior places of my being, our being based on what changes in us when we use God’s name in vain.
You see modern research tells us that the way we use words guides our actions.  Yes our words guide our actions.  Language wears many hats, but its most important job is to help us name or describe what's in the world.  Words define us, our actions, even our existence.  In fact the way we use language in a culture is one of the best ways of keeping tabs on the way our world and culture are changing.  
When we loosely use God’s name with our mouths, it is an open invitation to loosely count God’s presence in our lives.  The third Commandment may be telling us, may be warning us, do not empty God’s name of its meaning because when you do you will empty your life of a meaningful God.
Paul McFedries, a British researcher and word lover wrote a book called Word Spy:  The Word Lovers Guide to Modern Culture,
 and in it he suggests that the words we choose to use and the way in which we choose to use them suggests what is important to us and what is not.  McFedries says, “Words that we use commonly do not hold any meaning.  They are simply filler marking time until we arrive at the one or two words that do occupy our interest.”
Words that are too common do not hold any meaning.  When we used God’s name as a common word, it loses its meaning and the subtle shift that happens inside us is that God does not hold any meaning for us either.   
Beloved of God, when we take God’s name in vain with our mouths, we set up the possibility, the probability that we will take God in vain with our lives.  When we take God’s name in vain, when we empty it of power; then we empty our selves of power, for what power do we have that is not in God.  

When we take God’s name in vain with our mouths it is easy to take it in vain with our lives and we do take God’s name in vain with our lives when we profess we are Christians and yet will not practice what Christ calls for us to do.  We take God in vain when we say we love Christ but will not stand with the oppressed, feed the hungry, clothe the naked, speak for those who are least and left out.  

We take God in vain when we live lives of comfort and never concern ourselves with those who live lives of despair.  We take God’s name in vain when we pass the food box that sits in the corner of our main doors and we never, ever put anything in them, even as we pass them going out of the door on our way to an very nice lunch.  We take God’s name in vain when we read the paper and learn that 47,000 children in District U46 will now not have music lessons or art classes and so easily turn the page to the next story without asking what is wrong with this picture.  We take God’s name in vain when we hear on the evening news that 15 people, 15 people, some as young as 6 or 7 were shot on the streets of Chicago, on the streets in front of their homes, or their grandmother’s homes, or in front of a grocery store, shot all within an six hour period one day last week.  We take God’s name in vain when we call ourselves Christian and stories like this don’t move us to ask what can we do, what can the “C” church do?  

Yes I take God’s name in vain as cry out Oh My God, but I also take God’s name in vain as I close my eyes to the 90,000 children in this state, in this state, whose parents are incarcerated and the children are left bereft not only of their parents but of people who see them as beloved children of God, made in God’s image and likeness.

We take God’s name in vain in so many ways.  But here is the good news; God’s name is not empty.  God’s name is full, full of power.  Here is the good news, Christ has come and said, you are mine and as you follow me, as you live according to the ways I have taught you, as you recognize my name and what is in it, as you change your language and your heart, you can be my ambassadors, you can use my name and all of the power that it has, all of the power that it intends to be used to bring my Kingdom on earth as it is in heaven.
You and I can say, Oh my God thank you for empowering us to be your spokesperson.  We can say, Good God, you have given us blessings and privilege and now we can give it back to you by not only helping those who are without the means to live full and dignified lives, we can ask  the questions about the systems that seem to perpetuate the circumstances.  Beloved of God, we can use God’s name often and without reserve, but not to empty it, instead we can use it to its fullest, calling on God’s name to guide us, to give us discernment, to give us hope, to fill us with power, so that we can be what God would have us be, sources of light in a dark world, bearers of truth where lies would live, bringers of joy where desolation has taken up residence, singers of songs that tell the world of our God’s power.  
Beloved of God, Oh my God and other sayings are ours to use, we just have to use them in ways that honor God, in ways that call upon the power of God, in ways that fill our mouths with the hope of God.  Hope that we can go into the world and make a difference, hope that when the world hears us utter God’s name, they know we are talking with and to and about the God of creation all powerful wise, lord of the universe rich with surprise, maker sustainer and ruler of all.  Lord, we are your children you hear when we call.

God, hear us in this moment.  Hear us ask you to teach us to use your name well.  Remind us when we empty your name of its power, and grant us grace that as we learn how to speak your name in full and glorious ways that we will do so where it will make a difference, not only in worship but on the streets of this land, where all need to know you are the God whose name is I am.
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