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"Choose this day..." 

Reading from the New Testament: 1 Corinthians 16:13-14 

Reading from the Old Testament: Joshua 24:1-15 

The Sejm is the lower house of the bicameral parliament in 

Poland. Since 2005, Tadeusz Aziewicz has represented the Gdynia 

district in the Sejm. After another exhaustingly horrid season of 

egregious political ads, I'd encourage some of those exorbitantly paid 

consultants to seek the counsel of Tadeusz Aziewicz about how to 

produce an ad that actually doesn't induce nausea.  

Let's just say, Tadeusz has got game! His campaign ad opens with 

three conservatively dressed teens standing on a dock, looking off into 

the distance as if pondering deep thoughts. Then suddenly in 

succession, three fish, probably herring, fly into camera view slapping 

each teen in the face. The screen goes black with this punchline - Sledz 

nas (translation - follow us; subtext - even the herring have that figured 

out). Granted, it's a little esoteric, but I'm voting for Tadeusz. 

Or maybe, instead of flying to Poland, they could just pop over to 

Rockingham County to talk with uber geek Chris Knight, who ran for 

school board there back in 2006. Now, Chris didn't win, but he should 
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receive an award for getting the most bang for his buck. His campaign 

ad was picked up and featured in The New York Times, on Fox News, in 

every major newspaper in the state, on National Public Radio, on the 

Canadian Broadcasting Company, by the Heritage Foundation, and it 

was screened at the Pixelodeon Independent Video Festival at the 

American Film Institute in Los Angeles in June of 2007.  

Using a Star Wars theme, we see a menacing toy Tie-fighter 

dangling from fishline, flying erratically across a fake sky. A toy death 

star takes aim at a schoolhouse made from tongue depressors. It seems 

Chris is really not a fan of the Common Core curriculum. Well, the 

schoolhouse explodes, and then Chris shows up with a light sabre, 

promising to protect Rockingham from the evils of state government.  

Obviously, Chris had a timing problem, because wouldn't Chris 

have wanted to show up before the schoolhouse explodes? They were 

probably giving high-fives in the Death Star while Chris was 

rummaging through his kid's toy box in search of a light sabre. And yet, 

the ad was so unintentionally campy that you wanted to give Chris a 

mercy vote. And let's just say, I'd watch that ad a hundred times, if I 

didn't have to watch one more of the vitriolic, distorted political ads that 
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only seek to appeal to the worst in us. I just don't get it. I want to ask 

the candidates, "How is appealing to the worst in me supposed to 

engender my trust in you?" "Why would your hate guile me into 

choosing to hitch my wagon to your team?" 

If a campaign season is supposed to inspire confidence among the 

electorate, well, we've got a lot of work to do. Overwrought and wrung 

out, we approach Thanksgiving no less apprehensive about the turkey-

fueled, awkward dance around the table conversation landmines we'll 

endure while we wait for pumpkin pie.  

In a 2017 study, Stanford Professor Shanto Iyenger, found that 

the primary factor Americans use to define their identity is their 

attachment to a political party. The study indicates that political 

affiliation is a stronger bond than religion, gender, race, language, and 

cultural background. One reason for this, as highlighted by the 

research, is that unlike ethnicity and race, who you support politically 

is your choice. This seems fairly logical, and thus, not that surprising. 

Yet, the research also revealed a more disturbing reason for the 

significance of political affiliation to one's identity. "Unlike race, religion 
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and gender, where social norms dictate behavior – there are few, if any, 

constraints on the expression of hostility toward people who adhere to 

opposing political ideologies ... “There are no corresponding pressures to 

moderate disapproval of political opponents,” the study states. “In fact, 

the rhetoric and behavior of party leaders suggests to voters that it is 

perfectly acceptable to treat opponents with disdain.  In this sense, 

individuals have greater freedom to discriminate against out-party 

supporters.” The relative frequency of election campaigns, and the 

accompanying negative commercials and social media, continually 

reinforce and strengthen those divides.  

"To measure levels of partisanship, the researchers used a 

behavioral game involving donating money to individuals based on 

profiles that included, among other information, their political 

affiliation. The study involved more than 4,000 participants from 

Belgium, Spain, the United Kingdom and the United States. 

"The game’s results revealed that players from all four countries 

exhibited strong bonds with politically like-minded players while 

expressing 'significant dislike for members of the political opposition,' ... 

Among U.S. participants, the researchers found Americans’ animosity 
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toward players from opposing political viewpoints was stronger than 

favoritism shown toward politically like-minded players. In other words, 

they disliked their enemies even more than they liked their friends." 

Um ... that's not good. That's not good at all. Jesus knew that. In 

Matthew's gospel, our Lord observed, “Every kingdom divided against 

itself is laid waste, and no city or house divided against itself will 

stand." Or, as another translation phrases it, "a family splintered by 

feuding will fall apart." Lincoln would later call Jesus' words to mind as 

the nation lurched toward civil war.  

A house divided will not stand. It is a truth fundamental to our 

understanding of God and God's purposes. Paul implied that it must be 

woven into the DNA of the church, "God has so arranged the body, 

giving the greater honor to the inferior member, that there may be no 

dissension within the body, but the members may have the same care 

for one another. If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one 

member is honored, all rejoice together with it." And elsewhere, "There 

is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no 

longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. And if 
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you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham's offspring, heirs according 

to the promise." 

If the Stanford study is accurate in its finding that Americans "are 

motivated more by out-group animosity than in-group favoritism," then 

the call of Christ's church to be countercultural is abundantly clear. It is 

this sacred calling that takes us all the way back to the emergence of 

Israel in Canaan. Our text today takes us to the okay-what-now? 

portion of the Judaic narrative. Joshua, the successor to the role of 

Moses as the prophet of Israel, has led the people across the Jordan, 

conquering Jericho and the armies that mustered resistance to their 

immigration and naturalization.  

The time has come for these wandering former slaves to commit to 

who Israel is going to be. Joshua 24 borrows the framework of an 

ancient Hittite suzerainty treaty, which were pacts the Hittite 

monarchy would make with their weaker neighbors, establishing 

authority, mutual faithfulness, protection, and loyalty. You see echoes 

of this treaty structure in the resolutions of your own clubs, 

associations, and institutions, all packed full of whereases and 

therefores. They used to close all meetings of the Presbytery with 
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resolutions thanking the host church for putting up with this invasion 

of strange church nerds. The whereas section listed all that had been 

done, thanking the church for everything from a choir anthem to the 

scrumptious lunch, to the colorful print on the toilet paper. The 

therefore section would always begin, "Therefore, be it resolved...", and 

would include what the body resolved to do in response to all the 

whereases, which in the case of the Presbytery resolution was kind of 

senseless because the only thing we were really resolving to do was 

leave. "Thanks ... see ya."  

However, in the case of most resolutions, the "Therefore, be it 

resolved" section stipulates the commitment to which you would sign 

your name, on which you would stake your reputation and identity. 

When elders, deacons, and pastors are ordained in the church, they 

commit to a list of "I wills" that are to be taken no less seriously than 

their wedding vows. "I will seek the peace, purity, and unity of the 

church." "I will serve the people with energy, intelligence, imagination, 

and love." "I do trust in Jesus Christ our savior, acknowledge him Lord 

of all and Head of the Church..." Vows, Commitments. Promises to trust 

and serve. The trust we place in God here in community with one 
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another is to be the filter through which all of life flows ... all of it. It is 

to guide how we approach relationship, marriage, parenthood, vocation, 

public service, stewardship of gifts and abilities. And yes, it is to be the 

foundation for how we treat one another; how mercy will precede 

judgment, how compassion will infuse actions, how integrity, honesty, 

and truth will be recognizable in our decisions. 

Now, granted, this week we have been transfixed, hypnotized, and 

confused by numbers, but consider for a moment the numbers in our 

text. 15 verses. 13 of them record all the things Yahweh has done for 

the Israelites. Notice the language - I took, I gave, I sent, I brought out, 

I handed over, I rescued. Regularly, you find in scripture a similar 

listing of all that God has done to create, deliver, protect, guide, open 

doors, heal, transform, and redeem. So, considering all of that, verses 

14-15 lay down the covenant, the ballot, the commitment the Israelites 

are being asked to sign. "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 
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or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you are living; but as for me 

and my household, we will serve the Lord." 

Do the math. If you look at the list of all that God had done, it 

would seem foolish for the Israelites to turn their affections and trust to 

other gods. Do the math.  

What about us? Remember the Stanford trust game? How's that 

working for us? History will not look well upon the attitudes, behaviors, 

and strange loyalties that have driven us apart. But there is another 

way. "Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not rely on your own 

insight. In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight 

your paths." Jesus said, " "Those who love me will keep my word, and 

my Father will love them, and we will come to them and make our home 

with them." "I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in 

you, and that your joy may be complete. This is my commandment, that 

you love one another as I have loved you. No one has greater love than 

this, to lay down one's life for one's friends ... I am giving you these 

commands so that you may love one another ... If the world hates you, 

be aware that it hated me before it hated you." Paul said, " Keep alert, 
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stand firm in your faith, be courageous, be strong. Let all that you do be 

done in love." 

Covenant keeping is hard work, much harder than the spite and 

nastiness that is driving us to dissolution these days. Choices have been 

made. Votes have been cast. But what are you going to do today ... 

tomorrow ... and the day after that? You see, there's a cautionary note 

that accompanies Joshua's call to covenant. Once Joshua has laid before 

the people the full weight of the covenant, they blithely assent to it as 

though it's no more significant than saying that you'll read the book 

before book club. The week gets busy and before you know it, you're 

heading out the door with an uncracked book, telling yourself that half 

the people won't read it anyway.  

Joshua says with gravitas, "Choose this day..." And the people 

respond, "Far be it from us that we should forsake the Lord to serve 

other gods." No worries. Easy peasy ... and God groans. Joshua knows 

we have to take the full weight of the covenant seriously. When my 

parents bought their first house in St. Charles, MO for , Mom said my 

dad's hand was shaking so bad, she didn't know if his signature would 

be recognizable. He knew the weight of that commitment. When we 
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affirm our faith, do we understand the commitment we are making to 

God? To one another? It's big. 

Mercy is more difficult than bitterness. Grace is harder work than 

blaming or cancelling the enemy. Serving the Lord of love is an act of 

sacrifice. The work of keeping covenant with God and one another can 

be right stressful. Is it worth it? Well, we've certainly been living into 

the alternative of late, and that's not good. Choose, this day whom you 

will serve. Put away the gods of animosity, hate, self-righteousness, and 

bitterness, and let us do what love commands. 

If you read the second inaugural address of Lincoln, who was 

probably about the most theologically astute of the presidents, you see 

hints that he understood the full weight of the covenant Joshua put 

before Israel. "With malice toward none; with charity for all; with 

firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to 

finish the work we are in; to bind up the nation's wounds..." Yes, it is 

worth it. Amen. 

      

       


