Living Lent

The Animals Tell The Story

Third Week In Lent

The Camel Reveals A Warning Savior

Drama

"You blind guides! You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel." Matthew 23:24
Deuteronomy 6:1-9 -- James 2:8-13 -- Matthew 23:1-24


Prof:
Gamaliel, if you weren't so beautiful, I think I'd call the zoo and have them come and get you right now. 


Juanico:
Beautiful? You call this camel beautiful? Professor, Gamaliel is the ugliest animal you have. 


Prof:
Perhaps to the untrained eye he's ugly, Juanico, but every ungainly inch of Gamaliel is designed for life in the desert. There simply isn't a more perfect creature.


Juanico:
You're going to have to convince me.


Prof:
Gamaliel can do a much better job than I. Let's start at the bottom. Look at those big round padded feet. That foot is designed to travel on hot sand without sinking in. And how about those dreamy eyes?


Juanico:
A lot of women would die for eyelashes like Gamaliel's.


Prof:
Ahhh, maybe not, Nico. A camel has double rows of eyelids.


Juanico:
Double? 


Prof:
Yup. That way he can filter out dust during a sandstorm. His nose has a special design for the same reason. When the sand is blowing, he just closes his nostrils.


Juanico:
What about his big hump, Professor? I've heard that's where the camel stores water.


Prof:
Actually the hump is full of fat. It allows him to go for days without food or water if he has to. With that hump he can lose up to 30% of his body fluid and still survive. No other animal can do that.


Juanico:
He's so hairy. I'd think he'd overheat with a coat like that.


Prof:
No, not really. It's actually kind of an insulator. That protects him from the desert wind that can be hotter than his body temperature. Say, how would you like to kiss those lips?


Juanico:
Not on you life! That would be like kissing old shoe leather.


Prof:
That's what makes them beautiful. Those lips are so tough, they can rip into tree bark, thorns, branches, leaves; you name it. Camels will eat just about any vegetation they can find. But they only take a bite here and there; they never strip the whole plant.


Juanico:
Even if they didn't live in the desert, I'd think they'd need plenty of water to wash that stuff down.


Prof:
Plenty of water is right. Camels don't need water often, but when they do, one camel can drink up to 25 gallons in ten minutes.


Juanico:
No wonder you'd like to give Gamaliel to the zoo! You could be out here all day with a hose.


Prof:
Imagine trying to water him from a well with a clay jar.


Juanico:
Could that mean Gamaliel is about to tell me a Bible story?


Prof:
It does indeed, Nico. One of the most tender stories in the Bible is about Abraham's servant seeking a wife for Isaac.


Juanico:
I'd like to hear it.


Prof:
Well, you might remember that Abraham was finally blessed with a son in his old age.


Juanico:
Just as God promised him in the covenant; I remember. And from that son would come many descendants, the Jewish people, and from them eventually Jesus Christ, the Savior who would bless the whole world.


Prof:
You've been paying attention! Good! Well, in order for those promised descendants to be born, Isaac had to get married. But not just any wife would do. Abraham made his servant swear not get a wife from among the Canaanites, the idol worshipers in Palestine. Instead the servant had to go all the way back to Haran where Abraham's relatives lived and get a wife from there.


Juanico:
Wow, a thousand-mile trip with no advance arrangements! How could he be sure there was even an eligible woman there? If he found one, how would he convince her to leave her family and travel far away to marry a stranger?


Prof:
Those were the same worries the servant had. But Abraham was reasonable. He said if the servant was unsuccessful, he was released from his oath. But God had already kept the impossible promise of a son. Surely he'd keep the promise of descendants and that required the right wife for Isaac.


Juanico:
So the servant was willing to go?


Prof:
Absolutely. What an amazing servant! Not only was he loyal, he was a man of faith just like his master Abraham. It would take him months to reach Haran. It would be a journey filled with danger. He and his companions could be attacked and robbed. But in faith, he made the journey. After months of travel, he arrived safely in Haran. If that were you, what would you do next, Nico?


Juanico:
I think I'd pray.


Prof:
And that's just what the servant did. Now, you and I might give thanks for a safe journey, but in this case, the servant's prayer was for a sign from God. 


Juanico:
What kind of sign? 


Prof:
The servant prayed that the right girl for Isaac would be the one that came out from the town that evening to draw water with her jar and who would also offer to water all the camels in the servant's caravan, all ten of them.


Juanico:
All ten of them, by dipping a jar into a well? Who would do a thing like that? Ten camels times 25 gallons; let's see…, that's 250 gallons of water!


Prof:
That would be a pretty special girl, wouldn't it, Nico? It would be one who was kind, one who was strong, one who was willing to work hard, one who cared about animals, one who was selfless.


Juanico:
The perfect wife for Isaac, the perfect ancestor of Jesus, who would give his life for us in service and sacrifice! But was there such a young woman in the town?


Prof:
I'm getting there.


Juanico:
Sorry.


Prof:
Barely had the servant finished praying when just such a girl, Rebecca, a grand niece of Abraham arrived to draw water. The servant asked her for a drink. She gave him her jar of water and then offered to water all his camels until they had stopped drinking. It was exactly as the servant had prayed, and the girl was even an unmarried relative of Abraham!


Juanico:
So did he just tell her to hop on one of the camels and go?


Prof:
Oh no, there was plenty of ceremony and tradition involved. The girl ran and told her family. Her father prepared a feast and invited the servant and his helpers to stay. But before the servant accepted the hospitality, he wanted to take care of business. I'm the servant of your relative Abraham, he told them. God has blessed him. He's rich. He has a son, Isaac. Will you let Rebecca go with me to be Isaac's wife?


Juanico:
If I were a member of that family, I'd want to think about it.


Prof:
Well, they did, sort of. First they eagerly agreed. Then the servant distributed all sorts of valuable gifts to the family. It must have been quite a treasure; each camel carried 500 pounds! Then, after a night's rest, the servant was ready to leave.


Juanico:
And that's when the family had second thoughts?


Prof:
Right. The family wanted to keep Rebecca another ten days, but the servant insisted she go with him immediately. The deal seemed to be falling apart until Rebecca's brother and mother decided to ask Rebecca what she wanted to do. Was she actually willing to leave home and go marry Isaac?


Juanico:
You'd think they would have asked her that right at the beginning.


Prof:
In our culture, yes. But in those days, the parents and relatives of the girl made the arrangements.


Juanico:
So what did she say?


Prof:
She said she was willing to go and they left right away before anyone changed their mind.


Juanico:
What a brave young woman! She must have had as much faith as Abraham and the servant put together.


Prof:
Oh, she did. And faith is what the story of Abraham and his family is really all about. It's about how true righteousness comes through faith in God's promises, not by keeping laws.


Juanico:
I guess it would have to be that way. Abraham lived before Moses, didn't he, Professor?


Prof:
Yes, Nico.


Juanico:
That would mean there wasn't any law of Moses yet. The only way Abraham had of pleasing God was just believing God's promises.


Prof:
That's what St. Paul says.


Juanico:
So how is it that so many people think they can become righteous by obeying rules?


Prof:
I guess it's just man's fallen nature, Juanico. Pride says, "I can do it on my own. I don't need God's grace. I don't need Jesus to save me." We're all scribes and Pharisees at heart.


Juanico:
Scribes and Pharisees?


Prof:
Oh, sorry, Juanico. I just assumed you knew. They were the religious leaders in Jesus' day. They thought they could actually be good enough to earn God's favor. They memorized the Ten Commandments and the hundreds of laws that grew out of them. Then they would try to keep each law perfectly. But they weren't satisfied with just keeping it themselves; they set themselves up as a kind of spiritual police force, to make sure everyone else kept the laws too.


Juanico:
You make the scribes and Pharisees sound horrible. I suppose there are some religious elitists that try to do that even today.


Prof:
Well, there could definitely be some similarities. Worse, even. They were more than happy to stone to death someone they considered a sinner.


Juanico:
Where did "Love your neighbor" fit into their philosophy?


Prof:
You've hit the nail on the head, Nico. Outward obedience to law was all that concerned them. They didn't care much about love.


Juanico:
Do you have an example?


Prof:
Sure. Jesus pointed out that the scribes and Pharisees would tithe a sprig of mint or some other spice but ignore the more important things of the law like justice, mercy and faithfulness. A Pharisee might stone to death someone who cursed his parents, but that same Pharisee would see no harm in starving his own parents in order to donate something he'd vowed to give the temple.


Juanico:
Isn't that kind of hypocritical?


Prof:
That's just what Jesus called them, "hypocrites." What a great word, "hypocrite!" It's Greek for an actor wearing a mask.


Juanico:
They were fakes, is that it?


Prof:
Exactly. Jesus was so disgusted by the hypocrisy of the scribes and Pharisees, he said, "You strain out gnats but swallow camels."


Juanico:
That's a good metaphor.


Prof:
It's not just a metaphor, Nico. The Pharisees would actually strain their water to avoid swallowing a gnat, the smallest unclean animal. But then, metaphorically, they would swallow a camel, a far bigger unclean animal, whenever they failed to love their neighbor.


Juanico:
I think a lot of us are like the scribes and Pharisees, Professor. We see only the good things we do and are blind to things we should do, but don't.


Prof:
You're so right, Nico. Once a rich young man came to Jesus and asked him what he had to do to inherit eternal life. 


Juanico:
I'd like to know the answer to that question.


Prof:
Jesus told him to keep the Ten Commandments. This delighted the man. "All these I have kept," he said proudly. "What do I still lack?" 


Juanico:
I bet Jesus said what he lacked was love for his neighbor.


Prof:
Close. Jesus told him to sell all his possessions, give the money to the poor and then he would have treasure in heaven. Then he was to follow Jesus.


Juanico:
Giving to the poor would be love for neighbor. Did the man do it?


Prof:
No, he just looked downward and sadly walked away. He was more than happy to love God and neighbor as long as it didn't cost him anything.


Juanico:
We've gotten way off the camel trail here, haven't we, Professor?


Prof:
Not really, Juanico. After the rich man went away sad, Jesus said, "It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven."


Juanico:
Was Jesus saying that rich people and the scribes and Pharisees and sinners like you and me have no hope? 


Prof:
Not at all. There's always hope for those who believe in the promises of God, just like Abraham, and his servant, and Rebecca. That eye of the needle….


Juanico:
Yes?


Prof:
There are archaeologists who say there was a gate in the city wall of Jerusalem that was so low and so small, it was called the Needle's Eye. A camel could get through it, but only without its packs or burdens. With these gone, it could just squeeze through.


Juanico:
I think I understand what you're saying, Professor. If we leave our self-righteousness behind, if we turn from our sins and believe God's promise of forgiveness through faith in Jesus Christ, the gate is open for us to enter the kingdom of heaven.


Prof:
Yes, Nico, that's just what I'm saying. 


Juanico:
That Gamaliel, your camel, he's quite a theologian, isn't he, Professor?


Prof:
He most certainly is, Nico, and that's why I think I'll keep him.
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