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Let us pray.  Lord, our God, we thank you for the gift of your written Word.  Grant me, your servant, both the humility and the boldness necessary to proclaim it.  Prepare our hearts and lives to be strengthened and changed by it.  Through Christ our Lord.  Amen.

At the grocery store, I point my shopping cart toward the cereal aisle.  Isn’t it amazing?  There’s a whole aisle—maybe sixty feet—devoted to that most commonplace of commodities.  It’s a good thing I know what I’m looking for!  Otherwise, I might be there for an hour, because the number of choices is almost overwhelming.

In the next few weeks, new and returning students will be complaining about the food in school cafeterias nationwide.  Such grumbling isn’t anything new—they learned it at home.  Given the variety of choices though, it’s surprising.  In addition to the usual hot trays of lasagna, stuffed cabbage and burgers, there’s a vegetarian section, a salad bar, a dessert bar, and a deli.  Food service managers scratch their heads.  “What to do?”  Of course—add more choices!

More choices?  There are hundreds of cable or satellite channels from which to choose our evening’s entertainment.  

When I decide to cash in my clunker on a new, fuel-efficient model, I discover I have a choice of five trim lines, four engines, and nine popular option packages.  

Go to see a movie these days and your choice is limited to 24 films, all of them shown in auditoriums the size of walk-in closets.  

At the mall to purchase a pair of running shoes, you have to choose, not only where to buy them, but also the brand, color, style, size, price, and—if you’re possessed of any sense of social justice—whether the particular pair you’re considering is manufactured in a third-world country and, if so, under what sort of working conditions.  

Isn’t that the way it is?  Too many choices.  We know the reason for this ridiculous redundancy, of course—competition for the bottom line—but that doesn’t make it any easier when we’re the ones who have to make the choices.  

The renowned contemporary philosopher Woody Allen once quipped that humanity is at a crossroads.  “One path leads to despair and utter hopelessness,” he said, “the other to total extinction.  Let’s pray we have the wisdom to choose wisely.”

Now, I don’t share Allen’s pessimism, but his comment suggests that there are choices more important than which brand of cereal to purchase, what channel to watch, which model of car to buy or what movie to see this weekend.  One of the most important choices for us—covenant people of God that we are—is whether we’ll choose to serve the God who made us, or the gods we’ve made.

As Presbyterians, the sole requirement for membership in the church is a public profession of faith that “Jesus Christ is my Lord and Savior.”  That’s a choice, of course, which God in God’s freedom gives us—and arguably, one of the most important choices you’ll ever make.  “I have decided to follow Jesus,” goes the hymn we’ll sing after the sermon this morning, “no turning back, no turning back.”  Okay, but what does that decision—that choice—mean?

Both lectionary readings today help us answer that question, because both are about choices.  In the first, an aging Joshua and the tribes of Israel have finally occupied the Promised Land, having conquered various opponents and their gods along the way.  In his farewell address at Shechem, in the hill country of Ephraim, Joshua calls the tribes together to renew their commitment to the covenant, recalling for them Moses’ warnings to keep focused on their relationship with the one true God.

This and every biblical covenant is about a relationship, but one between unequals—between God who has power, and an individual or group who doesn’t.  God makes covenant with Noah, Abraham and Sarah, Moses and all the rest because God chooses Israel, not for privilege but for responsibility, to be “a light to the nations.”  

In any covenant between God and God’s people, it’s God who establishes the relationship.  It’s God who makes the first promises.  It’s God, in other words, who does the choosing.  The other party to the covenant doesn't have much to do with it, other than to keep their part of the bargain.  

Yes, but for Israel and for us there’s still a choice to be made.  At Shechem, Joshua challenges the chosen to make their own choice.  “Choose this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your ancestors served…or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you are living…”  As far as Joshua and his family are concerned, they’ve already made their choice.  “…as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.”

Some choices are no-brainers—but not this one.  Serving the gods of your ancestors or of your own making is relatively easy, but faithfulness to the living, covenant-making God is a lot more challenging.  It takes determination and dedication.  It calls for a reordering of priorities.  It requires the dumping of competing loyalties.  It demands resistance to the seductive influence of lesser gods.  Choosing to serve God is a choice to worship and obey only God—with a capital G—in every part of your life.

Yes or no—the choice is clear-cut.  No middle ground.  No waffling.  No “yes, buts…”  No “maybes.”   No qualifications like “when it’s convenient, safe, or to my personal, economic or political advantage.”

Once Joshua takes his stand, you wonder how the people will react.  Up to now, Israel’s loyalty to God hasn’t exactly been a model of faithfulness.  Maybe they’re thinking, “Why should we choose this God over others?  What if another god comes along we like better?  There are just too many choices!”  

Instead, the tribes reconsider.  “Come to think of it, didn’t this God free us from slavery...protect and feed us all those years in the desert...give us a land we can call our own?  This God has a proven track record after all.  As for those other gods, what did they ever do for us?”

Their musings must lead to some clarity.  Given what God has done, there really isn’t any question.  Okay, “we also [choose] to serve the Lord, for the Lord is our God!”  It’s a profession of faith, just like the one we Presbyterians make when we say, “Jesus Christ is my Lord and Savior.”

The gospel reading is about choices too.  It comes at the end of the long discourse in the sixth chapter of John’s narrative in which Jesus compares himself metaphorically to bread.  He’s already claimed to be the Bread of Life, the bread that comes down from heaven.  Now he makes a claim so graphic it must stun his supporters as much as it offends his critics:  “Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood will live because of me.”

This kind of talk makes the literalists among Jesus’ followers and detractors alike go pale.  Though there were lots of bizarre religious practices in the ancient Near East, cannibalism wasn’t one of them.  Despite centuries of attempts by the church to make the sixth chapter of John a liturgical proof-text for the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, “eating” the flesh-and-blood bread that Jesus says he is means to accept it, believe it, make it a part of who you are.  

Well, ever since Jesus served up lunch to 5,000 hungry folks sitting on a Galilean hillside, huge crowds have been following him around.  Problem is, their devotion to him is a mile wide but only an inch deep, so his words start to put people off.  They say, “Wait a minute.  This is hard stuff.  Who can accept it?”...and some of them walk away.  They turn back.  One commentator on this text asks us to envision the scene:

Imagine the surprise of Jesus teaching in the Synagogue.  In a place of unyielding tradition, where words had been frozen in time for 1,000 years, Jesus dared to speak something new.  He told of God working here and now, sending “living bread” and seeking to make all thing new.  He spoke of God as present and alive, not a well-defined construct of a well-defended institution.  

“Does this offend you?” Jesus asks—knowing already that it does.  What’s more, he says, no one can really respond to him unless God allows it to happen.  With this disturbing revelation, even more of his would-be followers begin drifting away…they turn back too.

Not only are his fresh words difficult, but Jesus declares that it’s decision time.  So he—not unlike his namesake Joshua before him—turns to his inner circle of disciples and gives them a choice:  “Do you want to leave too...“Do you want to turn back as well?”  

Peter, as usual, speaks up for the whole bunch, but his response isn’t exactly a ringing endorsement of the joy of discipleship.  Instead, it’s more a sigh of resignation that there’s really no choice, because there’s nowhere else to go.  “If not you, then who?  You’re the only one who can speak the words of eternal life…real life…life in God’s unending presence.  We already believe and know that you—and no one else—are the Holy One of God.”
Ah, but there is a choice, Peter—if you want what Jesus has to offer.  It’s a choice to commit yourself on his terms—or not.  Like the choice Joshua gives the tribes of Israel, like the one we make when we profess our faith, this one is clear-cut too.  Yes or no.  No middle ground.  No waffling.  No “yes, buts…”  No “maybes.”   No qualifications like “when it’s convenient, safe, or to my personal, economic or political advantage.”

Choosing to follow Jesus in this world isn’t as easy as some people—even some preachers—make it out to be.  It’s not just a matter of choosing to show up on Sunday, attend a committee meeting or Bible Study, help with the occasional Paint-a-thon, make a pledge to support the budget, or attend a class on Wednesday night.  All these are important, but there’s more.

It’s a matter of choosing, in Jesus’ words, to lose your life in order to find it.  That takes determination and dedication.  It calls for a reordering of priorities.  It requires the dumping of competing loyalties.  It demands resistance to the seductive influence of lesser gods.  It’s about choosing to commit yourself to worship and obey only God—with a capital G—in every part of your life. 

When it comes to our covenant relationship with God, we need to make a choice because God has already made God’s choice.  Our public profession of faith that Jesus Christ is for us both Lord and Savior is a one-time promise to live a lifetime commitment, because, as for the original twelve, there are difficult moments ahead for us, and countless choices out there that entice us to follow other gods.  So choosing whom we will serve is also a daily choice: stick with Jesus…or turn back.

The choices never go away.  Even though they’re challenging, the words of Joshua and Jesus challenge us to choose between new and old, life and death, truth and lie, blessing and curse, other and self, generosity and greed, humility and arrogance, God and the gods of our own making.  To paraphrase that accidental theologian, Woody Allen, let’s pray we have the wisdom to choose…faithfully. 

Amen.

“Choices”


Joshua 24.1-2a, 14-18; John 6.56-69


David Liddle


Sunday, August 23, 2009








Westminster Presbyterian Church


1200 Marquette Avenue


Minneapolis, MN  55403 


612.332.3421


� HYPERLINK "http://www.eWestminster.org" ��www.eWestminster.org�








PAGE  
1

