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Joshua 24:1-3a, 14-25
Psalm 78:1-7 
Matthew 25:1-13

O God, whose blessed Son came into the world to 
make us heirs of eternal life: Grant that, having this 
hope, we may purify ourselves as he is pure; that, when 
he comes again with power and great glory, we may be 
made like him in his eternal and glorious kingdom; 
where he lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 
one God, for ever and ever. Amen.

Page 1

http://dl.dropbox.com/u/5702269/Church%20Line%20Drawing.jpg


Joshua 24:1-3a, 14-25

Joshua gathered all the tribes of Israel to Shechem, 
and summoned the elders, the heads, the judges, and the 
officers of Israel; and they presented themselves before 
God. And Joshua said to all the people, “Thus says the 
LORD, the God of Israel: Long ago your ancestors – 
Terah and his sons Abraham and Nahor – lived beyond 
the Euphrates and served other gods. Then I took your 
father Abraham from beyond the River and led him 
through all the land of Canaan and made his offspring 
many.

“Now therefore revere the LORD, and serve him in 
sincerity and in faithfulness; put away the gods that 
your ancestors served beyond the River, and in Egypt, 
and serve the LORD. Now if you are unwilling to serve 
the LORD, choose this day whom you will serve, 
whether the gods your ancestors served in the region be-
yond the River, or the gods of the Amorites in whose 
land you are living; but as for me and my household, we 
will serve the LORD.”

Then the people answered, “Far be it from us that we 
should forsake the LORD to serve other gods; for it is 
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the LORD our God who brought us and our ancestors 
up from the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery, 
and who did those great signs in our sight. He protected 
us along all the way that we went, and among all the 
peoples through whom we passed; and the LORD drove 
out before us all the peoples, the Amorites who lived in 
the land. Therefore we also will serve the LORD, for he 
is our God.”

But Joshua said to the people, “You cannot serve the 
LORD; for he is a holy God. He is a jealous God; he 
will not forgive your transgressions or your sins. If you 
forsake the LORD and serve foreign gods, then he will 
turn and do you harm, and consume you, after having 
done you good.” And the people said to Joshua, “No, we 
will serve the LORD!” Then Joshua said to the people, 
“You are witnesses against yourselves that you have 
chosen the LORD, to serve him.” And they said, “We 
are witnesses.” He said, “Then put away the foreign 
gods that are among you, and incline your hearts to the 
LORD, the God of Israel.” The people said to Joshua, 
“The LORD our God we will serve, and him we will 
obey.” So Joshua made a covenant with the people that 
day, and made statutes and ordinances for them at 
Shechem.
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Psalm 78:1-7 Page 694 , BCP

Attendite, popule

1 Hear my teaching, O my people; 
incline your ears to the words of my mouth.

2 I will open my mouth in a parable; 
I will declare the mysteries of ancient times.

3 That which we have heard and known,
and what our forefathers have told us, 
we will not hide from their children.

4 We will recount to generations to come
the praiseworthy deeds and the power of the LORD, 
and the wonderful works he has done.

5 He gave his decrees to Jacob
and established a law for Israel, 
which he commanded them to teach their children;

6 That the generations to come might know,
and the children yet unborn; 
that they in their turn might tell it to their children;

7 So that they might put their trust in God, 
and not forget the deeds of God,
but keep his commandments;
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Matthew 25:1-13

Jesus said, “Then the kingdom of heaven will be like 
this. Ten bridesmaids took their lamps and went to meet 
the bridegroom. Five of them were foolish, and five 
were wise. When the foolish took their lamps, they took 
no oil with them; but the wise took flasks of oil with 
their lamps. As the bridegroom was delayed, all of them 
became drowsy and slept. But at midnight there was a 
shout, ‘Look! Here is the bridegroom! Come out to meet 
him.’ Then all those bridesmaids got up and trimmed 
their lamps. The foolish said to the wise, ‘Give us some 
of your oil, for our lamps are going out.’ But the wise 
replied, ‘No! There will not be enough for you and for 
us; you had better go to the dealers and buy some for 
yourselves.’ And while they went to buy it, the bride-
groom came, and those who were ready went with him 
into the wedding banquet; and the door was shut. Later 
the other bridesmaids came also, saying, ‘Lord, lord, 
open to us.’ But he replied, ‘Truly I tell you, I do not 
know you.’ Keep awake therefore, for you know neither 
the day nor the hour.”
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SERMON

Each Sunday we recite, “I believe in God, the Father 

Almighty, the Maker of heaven and earth...” That’s a re-

lational definition statement. Saying that we believe in 

God,  the  Father  Almighty,  the  Maker  of  heaven  and 

earth  defines  the  relationship  we  believe  to  exist  be-

tween God and me.  It also defines the relationship we 

understand between us and creation, and I think that’s 

awfully interesting.

At the same time, I overhear a lot of conversations 

at the Chapel of St. Starbuck in which people discuss 

their understanding of their faith. Not everyone at the 

Chapel is a Christian, you know. Because no one wants 

to  be  critical  of  someone  else’s  deeply  held  beliefs, 

these conversations usually wind up with the conclusion 

that, “It’s all basically the same.” 

I’d like to disagree. If all human conceptions of our 
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relationship with the divine were really “basically the 

same”,  I  wonder  why the  Scriptures  repeatedly  insist 

that we must cast aside foreign gods and worship only 

the  God  described  in  Scripture?  Does  the  name  by 

which  we  address  the  deity  matter  THAT much? 

Couldn’t we agree that it’s all basically the same, and 

that the foreign gods are just alternate names for the one 

true God? What is a foreign god, anyway, and how do 

such foreign gods differ  from God of  the  Scriptures? 

How does our relationship with a god or no god define 

how we see our place here on earth?

To begin to pry into that question, I’d like to offer 

my Dad. As much as it pains me to admit it, my Dad 

was born in Ohio. To celebrate that event, he carried a 

lucky buckeye with him wherever he went and rubbed it 

when he was in a wishful state. Dad was also one of the 

students  in  the class  I  taught  at  First  Christian.   One 
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Sunday,  we were examining the passage from Joshua 

that we have today, where Joshua gathers the people and 

tells them to fish or cut bait.

“Now  therefore  revere  the  LORD,  and  serve 
him in sincerity and in faithfulness;  put away 
the gods that your ancestors served beyond the 
River, and in Egypt, and serve the LORD. Now 
if you are unwilling to serve the LORD, choose 
this day whom you will serve, whether the gods 
your ancestors served in the region beyond the 
River,  or  the  gods  of  the  Amorites  in  whose 
land you are living… ”

From this, the discussion turned to the question of 

who do you turn to when the going gets rough. Dad got 

a shocked expression on his face and drew out his lucky 

buckeye. “You mean, this is a god?”, he asked.

Well, I don’t think Dad fell down before his lucky 

buckeye and intoned, “Oh, great and powerful Buckeye! 

Grant  me  this  day  my  prayer”,  but  he  did  hold  that 
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buckeye in high esteem. He turned to it when he was 

anxious. He rubbed it when he was feeling insecure. It 

was his lucky buckeye. In some way it made him feel 

protected from the slings and arrows of outrageous for-

tune, I suppose.

Not that I'd know anything about the sports world, 

but I’m told that it, too, is full of lucky socks and lucky 

spikes and good luck rituals.  Baseball  players believe 

that spitting into your hand before picking up the bat 

will bring good luck. Some players actually sleep with 

their  bat  to break out  of  a hitting slump or stay in  a 

groove.

To continue a winning streak, some bowlers insist 

on wearing the same clothes every day, or in carrying 

charms on their bowling bag, in their pockets, or around 

their neck for good luck.

Some fishermen believe that fish may not bite if a 
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barefoot woman passes you on the way to the dock.

Gamblers are a really superstitious lot. Some believe 

that to change a run of bad cards, you should lay your 

handkerchief flat upon your chair and sit on it or walk 

round your chair three times. Baseball doesn’t have the 

only spitters. Gamblers spit on their hands to guarantee 

luck.

Merchants sometimes spit on the first coin they re-

ceive each day to encourage more to follow and boxers 

usually spit  on their  fists  before delivering what  they 

hope will be a final blow.

Setting aside for the present the question of why so 

many of these good luck rituals involve spitting, do we 

really  believe  the  assertion  that  fish  in  the  ocean are 

aware of women on the docks, barefoot or otherwise? 

Do we think that it would be a good idea to fund a sci-

entific examination of the effects of sitting on a hand-
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kerchief on the laws of probability as applied to a shuf-

fled deck of cards?

It’s pretty easy to see these superstitions as just that. 

Sleeping with your bat, or even taking it to dinner is not, 

objectively, going to end a hitting slump, but try to ex-

plain that to a baseball player in a hitting slump! So why 

do we do these sorts of things? I think it’s because they 

bring us comfort. When we say we believe in a lucky 

buckeye we don't mean that we believe tree nuts have 

magical powers in the same way we would say we be-

lieve in the law of gravity. We really mean the original 

meaning of the word “believe” — to love.  A belief is 

something to which we give our hearts. Conversely, to 

one who has not given his heart, all beliefs look ridicu-

lous. 

Thinking about that is what led me to think about 

the whole question of why the Scriptures are so pointed 
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about the name of the god the children are worshiping. 

If it's truly all the same thing, why do you suppose that 

God  is  so  dead  set  on  wiping  out  the  gods  of  the 

Canaanites, right down to the last buckeye? Are these 

other idols just distractions, or is God just a jealous sort 

of a deity, or is there something very different about the 

God of  Scripture  and our  relationship  to  Him,  some-

thing that can not be offered by good luck charms, for-

eign gods or buckeyes? Why can’t we all just agree that, 

“It's  all  the  same  thing”,  declare  that  God  has  many 

names, then go about our business? What is so different 

about the foreign gods which would make such a com-

promise unthinkable?

I think it all turns on the question of who works for 

whom. It is a question of incalculable importance that 

we don't take out and examine very often. In your rela-

tionship with God, who works for whom?
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In their answer to Joshua's challenge  to fish or cut 

bait, the children of Israel responded

“The LORD our God we will serve, and him we 
will obey.” So Joshua made a covenant with the 
people  that  day,  and  made  statutes  and  ordi-
nances for them at Shechem.

The  children  of  Israel  promised  that  they  would 

work for God. That was the sort of relationship they en-

tered into. Joshua warned them of dire consequences if 

they broke their promise. He gave them opportunity to 

withdraw. Yet the people persisted, saying

Far  be  it  from us  that  we  should  forsake  the 
LORD to serve other gods; for it is the LORD 
our God who brought us and our ancestors up 
from the land of Egypt, out of the house of slav-
ery, and who did those great signs in our sight. 
He protected us along all the way that we went, 
and among all  the  peoples  through whom we 
passed; and the LORD drove out before us all 
the peoples, the Amorites who lived in the land. 
Therefore we also will serve the LORD, for he 
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is our God.

 They have bound themselves in a  relationship in 

which they serve God, the Father Almighty, for He is 

the Maker of heaven and earth. This is radically differ-

ent from the relationship Dad had with his buckeye. Dad 

didn't  work for  his  buckeye.  His buckeye worked for 

him. All good luck charms are like that. We hold on to 

them because they allow us to believe that the world can 

be bent to our will.  Good luck charms, buckeyes and 

random spitting are all ways to attempt magically to al-

ter God's creation in our favor.  Lucky objects and good 

luck rituals give us a sense that we have power over the 

world to get what we want. That is comforting and why 

we get so attached to them.

In Joshua's time,  the foreign gods were believed to 

be those who could bring successful harvests, or con-

ception, or plain good luck. The deal there was, “I have 
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something I want or need. If I pray to the right god, and 

make the right sacrifices, that god will go fetch what I 

need or want.” It's a business transaction!

The covenant the children made with God is com-

pletely different. 

And the  people  said  to  Joshua,  “No,  we  will 
serve the LORD!” Then Joshua said to the peo-
ple, “You are witnesses against yourselves that 
you have chosen the LORD, to serve him.” And 
they said, “We are witnesses.” 

In  21st Century  America,  some  people  believe  in 

God. Some people believe in spitting on bats. Those that 

believe in good luck charms envision a world in which 

they, and their charms, are able to alter creation to suit 

themselves. Those that believe in God envision a world 

in  which they and the  rest  of  God's  creation exist  to 

serve God. That understanding is based on the belief — 

the belove — that God moves his promise in the best 
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way for He loves us. A belover of God lives in a world 

supported by love and compassion and is moved to re-

ciprocate in that way.

I thought about where I might go for an example of 

a prayer to illustrate the difference between, “Oh mighty 

Buckeye, I have avoided barefooted women. Grant me a 

big fish” and a prayer of service to God. Naturally,  I 

found Luke 22:42:

… Father, if thou be willing, remove this cup 
from me: nevertheless not my will, but thine, be 
done.

Jesus is scared to pieces about what looms ahead of 

Him, and who wouldn’t be? He shares that terror with 

His Father, but His prayer is “not my will, but thine, be 

done.” You just can’t have that sort of a conversation 

with a Buckeye. Jesus confesses his terror,  but serves 

God.
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This is the critical difference between the relation-

ship earlier people had with their gods and the relation-

ship the children of Israel had — and we have — with 

the God of Scripture. Theirs was a business transaction. 

Ours begins with an acknowledgement that God is the 

creator and sustainer of all things, the ground of all be-

ing, then proceeds to a promise to serve Him.

When I hear people at the Chapel of St.  Starbuck 

discuss  prayer  and  faith,  I  find  they  often  say  that 

“prayer works”. Well, WD-40 works, too. I think they’re 

missing the point. I think they mean that they prayed for 

something  and  they  believe  God fetched it  for  them. 

God is not a tool to change the world to suit you like a 

lucky buckeye. When we pray, we enter into a special 

relationship with God the Father Almighty, the Creator 

of Heaven and Earth, and from that relationship, we are 

fed the Peace of God which surpasses all understanding. 
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We are empowered to serve God by that relationship, 

for we couldn’t manage it by ourselves. In that sense, I 

would agree that prayer works.

A lot of people today think that’s foolish. They point 

out that between Newton and Einstein, we can describe 

the universe around us pretty well by fancy mathematics 

which do not require making exception for the concept 

of  God. If  there’s  no room for  God in the equations, 

these folks would say, then there’s no God because oth-

erwise He’d show up in the math.  God doesn’t show up 

in mathematics. God is the ground of being upon which 

all else, including mathematics, is sustained. If a given 

skeptic can't perceive God in the world, it reflects more 

on the skeptic's flawed vision than on the existence of 

God. Such argument always sounds to me like a color 

blind man arguing against the existence of the color red 

on the grounds that he can’t see it.
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Suppose you had been unemployed for a long time. 

Every place you applied gave you the same answer – 

you’re  not  what  they’re  looking  for.  Your  unemploy-

ment is about to run out and you have a family to feed. 

Suddenly, out of nowhere, a kind stranger hires you. He 

offers a living wage, not grand, but enough to feed your 

family each day. He gives you a uniform to wear, and 

puts you right to work. His only requirement is that you 

respond in kindness to those you meet, for you wear his 

uniform, and that you do your job to the best of your 

ability.  What  should  be  your  response  to  the  nice 

stranger? Is the nice stranger your Sugar Daddy? Would 

you think that since he has given you good things your 

relationship is such that you can ask him for more any-

time it suits you and he is bound to provide it? I think 

your response would be to fall all over the man in grati-

tude, to wear his uniform with pride, not in yourself be-
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cause you know good and well you don’t have the quali-

fications for the job, but pride in the kindness of him 

who gave you the uniform. I think your response would 

be to share that joy with everyone you come into contact 

with.

We believe that there is only one God. We might re-

fer to him as Adonai, or Allah, or YHWH or God, but 

the subject of our Scriptures is the one God that is. We 

don't have a competition among a bunch of gods for the 

top spot here. We have a discussion of how we view our 

relationship with the ground of being and from that rela-

tionship, how we are to view our relationship with Cre-

ation and God’s children.

God is so dead set on erasing the foreign gods be-

cause praying to a foreign god or a lucky buckeye turns 

the relationship between us and the ground of being on 

its head. It encourages us to treat the universe and all the 
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good things in it as our personal slot machine and to for-

get  that  our  oath,  our  covenant,  our  agreement  is  to 

serve God.

Go ye and do likewise, church.  Wear His uniform 

with pride. Relate to His Creation lovingly as it was cre-

ated. Touch all you meet with compassion. Thus do we 

serve God.

AMEN

Optional parts of the readings are set off in square 
brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and 
Gospel lessons are from the New Revised Standard Ver-
sion Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian 
Education of the National Council of the Churches of 
Christ in the USA, and used by permission.
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The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book 
of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2011 J. Stewart Schneider. All 
rights reserved.
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