
No Trifling Matter 
(L-dor va-dor: “From generation to generation”) 

 

Remember the days of old, consider the years long past; 

Ask your father, and he will inform you;  

your elders, and they will tell you . . .  

 

This is no trifling matter for you, but rather your very life; 

 through it you may live long in the land 

 that you are crossing over the Jordan to possess. 

(Deuteronomy 32:7, 47) 
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This morning’s reading from Deuteronomy offers what might be described as a July 4th moment 

for the Hebrews, a “Salute to the Nation” from their leader, Moses. As the nation paused from 

the day-to-day routine, Moses reminded them how richly they had been blessed by their God, 

Yahweh, and how exceptional they were as a 

nation.  

 

This national observance not only reminded them 

of how they had been uniquely chosen by God, it 

also challenged them to be vigilant in maintaining 

the traditions of a nation birthed in their first 

father’s response to the call of God. Moses called 

upon the people to continue to serve the God of 

Father Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. These were 

their Founding Fathers, their Patriarchs.   

 

Situated near the end of the Pentateuch (the five 

books of Moses), our passage describes a 

transitional moment in the history of the Hebrews. 

Having been delivered from Egyptian bondage, 

followed by a nomadic forty years of wilderness 

wandering, they would now go forward into the 

Promised Land, but without Moses. It was time 

for a new generation. Moses was preparing them 

to continue under Joshua’s leadership, who would 

take them across the Jordan to inherit the Land of 

Promise.   



 

Our text invites us to this “National Mall” moment when the people heard Moses rehearse their 

history, connecting these “Latest Things” – changes happening before their eyes -- with the “First 

Things” – a high regard for the exceptional character of the nation. Moses’ speech sought to 

bridge the generations, to bring them together and to make of them one. 

 

Three words from our text have stayed with me throughout this Independence Day week -- No 

Trifling Matter. I believe that what our nation has done this past week, pausing from the day-to-

day routine to gather in our families and our communities, as well as many on the National Mall 

in Washington D. C., is No Trifling Matter, but rather serves to highlight the exceptional 

character of the nation by our history being rehearsed, in hope of bridging the generations by 

connecting the Latest Things with the First Things.   

  

L-Dor va Dor is the Hebrew phrase used in verse 7, “Remember the days of old, consider (l-dor 

va-dor) the years long past.” The translation, “years long past,” is, in my opinion, weak. The 

literal meaning is, From Generation to Generation. These words are ubiquitous in modern 

Jewish life, found on things ranging from donor walls to bar mitzvah invitations. The words 

Encompass those who went before while Embracing and Enabling those who come after. I like 

the rendering of this verse in The Message paraphrase, which reads as instruction to the young:   

 

Read up on what happened before you were born; 

        dig into the past, understand your roots. 

    Ask your parents what it was like before you were born; 

        ask the old-ones, they’ll tell you a thing or two. 

 

To establish a connection L-Dor va-dor (From Generation to Generation) is the mission of any 

community, whether a national community such as the 330 million in the USA, or a faith 

community such as the 11 million in the United Methodist Church. How do we link the 

generations, especially in a time of rapid cultural change? What of the past should be retained 

and passed down? What should be discarded or even jettisoned?  

 

Last week the city council of Thomas Jefferson’s hometown, Charlottesville, Virginia, voted 4-1 

to dispense with the tradition of celebrating his April birthday with paid time off for city 

employees – a stunning news item to many across the nation, especially in that the vote came as 

the nation prepared to celebrate the nation of which he was a Founding Father.  

 

That’s obvious example highlights that we are living in a time of immense cultural change. In so 

many ways and with regard to so many questions, one generation seems pulling away from the 

next. In the day-to-day questions of our living, bridges between generations can seem to be 

collapsing, making what we do on Independence Day, well, as Moses said, No Trifling Matter. 

 

It is at our peril as a nation should we allow ourselves to forget that freedom is not free, but was 

established with divinely inspired vision, defended at enormous and valiant sacrifice, and always 

being shaped by sincere aspirations to become all that we can be as a nation. July 4th urges us to 



be vigilant to connect the Latest Things with the First Things, those principles forming the 

foundations of the liberties we cherish.   

 

Looking in the other direction, forward rather than back, L-Dor va-dor reminds us that we are not 

merely to celebrate the blessings of being American, but to enable future generations to do so. 

That it is becoming more difficult to continue to celebrate the founding principles of our nation is 

obvious, as seen in the example of Jefferson’s hometown. In the “wokeness” of modern 

progressivism, the anachronistic judging of past leaders, applying the values of our day to their 

actions, places celebrations of the past at risk.  

 

This is true of the church as well. As the culture in which we live follows the trajectory of 

technology’s rapid change, churches and denominations are faced with the question of what 

doctrines and traditions to keep and what to relinquish. In what ways are we yet “one” with our 

founding principles, and in what ways have shifting cultural norms drawn us into a different orb? 

  

With the word “orb,” think of the face of a clock, in elegant circumference. The word “clock” 

derives from the Celtic clocca and clagen, meaning “bell,” its audible sense yet maintained in the 

word “clacker.” The clock’s function was audibly to call the community to gather into Oneness, 

as one still experiences at, say, a Benedictine monastery such as Subiaco. 

 

Our telling of time is different now, of course. In our digital world life seems to be buzzing by. 

What the digital world lacks is a visual sense of repetition and renewal as a reaffirmation of the 

connectedness of the generations. The late Joseph Campbell noted that at Penn Station in New 

York there was a digital clock in which not only the hours, minutes, and seconds go by, but also 

the tenths of a second, and even the hundredths of a second. Seeing the blur of hundredths of a 

second whizzing by, he surmised, one tends to lose perspective that all time is linked together.  

 

In our digital world, visually, time becomes an explosion forward rather than a constant loop.  

Danger lurks, however, Campbell continued, if we allow a digital mentality to cut us off from our 

past, to foster a disconnect, detaching the “Latest Things” from the “First Things.”   

 

One of the reasons that the church struggles so with societal change is that our very calendar is 

the opposite of digital, a constant loop from Advent to Christmas to Lent and Easter, to Pentecost 

and back again to Advent. The very word “religion” derives from the Latin, meaning “to tie 

back.” This loop of sacred time forces us to connect the Latest Things to the First Things, making 

us necessarily resistant to change, which can be frustrating and agonizing to those wishing to 

jettison the old and replace it with the new.   

 

On my first trip to New York several years ago Sherry and I visited New York’s Union Square. 

Like millions of other tourists, my eyes were drawn to the enormous digital display embedded 

within the side of the building known as One Union Square South, an LED string of 15 digits! At 

first glance I thought it was a digital clock such as I just described at Penn Station, but goodness, 

that would be not just hundredths, but thousandths, billionths of a second. The display kept even 

New Yorkers baffled for a time. Environmentalists imagined in those digits a tally of rain forest 

acres destroyed, or perhaps the daily volume of carbon emissions. Others saw it as 



eschatological, a countdown to Armageddon and the end of the world. Yet others imagined it was 

a running tally of the national debt.   

 

Our guide explained that this string of 15 digits, designed in 1999 and called the Metronome, was 

in fact a digital clock that was to be read from both ends in military time. For example, if it is 

6:00 a.m. you would have 06 as the first two digits read from the left, and on the right you would 

have 18 as the last 

two digits. This 

makes the total of 

24 hours, thus 

doubling the 

circumference of a 

12 hour clock 

face. 

 

In a digital 

display, the 

Metronome of 

Union Square 

seeks to do for 24 

hours what the 

clock’s face does 

for 12 hours, to 

bring all of time 

within a single orb 

so that time is conceived, not merely as an explosion forward, but as a totality. I spent some time 

in Union Square that day just staring at that digital display, reflecting on how new technology 

was learning from the old technology in bringing time, From Generation to Generation, together.  

 

It was palindromic in an odd, non-literal way, to be read from both ends. I thought of our 

palindromic-like Hebrew phrase, dor va dor, “Generation to Generation.”  

 

Our nation has gathered this week to remember, in the midst of all the Latest Things, the First 

Things that gave birth to our nation. To remember who we are in this way is, I think, No Trifling 

Matter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


