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Today we gather in Church for worship a so many do across the nation, in other traditions 

and houses of worship, and we remember those gathered in Southerland Springs, TX at 

1
st
 Baptist Church, for worship, just last week. 

Let us  not take for granted what it means to gather for worship, in sanctuary, in safety, 

welcoming all. We pray for the people of 1
st
  Baptist Church  and Southerland springs, 

and let us be ever committed to change our gun laws, to rid us of automatic weapons, 

eliminate the traffic of arsenals of small and larger arms, to establish and enforcement  

background checks. Let there be arms for embracing, not killing. 

++++ 

 

I went to a comedy club somewhat recently to see a performer I appreciate greatly – our 

daughter Mari. It was when I visited Mari in New Orleans, a little more than a year ago 

when she worked there with High School Students in a project with Americorps.  

Aside from her work at the high school during the weekdays, on one Saturday night, Mari 

ventured into a comedy club - the New Orleans Comedy Theatre -  for an open mic night. 

There she was on stage in the rough and tumble comedy club scene – with a raucus 

audience daring her, as it were . . .  to be funny and to connect. She held up OK under the 

barrage – although the crowd was not necessarily, shall we say . . .  loving. She didn’t go 

on to do regular stand up, but she did became a part of Comedy Club’s regular Improv 

group . . . The Improve Crew went on stage at each gig to warm things up for the featured 

stand-up comedians, and the open mic segment..  

 

I’ve always been intrigued with  stand-up comedy.  For the sake of the art and technique 

of getting people’s attention and touching emotions and connecting  . . .  albeit in settings 

that are . . .  challenging. I’ve always thought it would be good preparation for anyone 

who might preach a sermon, say. Well, that night, there at the New Orleans Comedy 

Theatre, I had my chance. . . . Mari’s Improv Crew had finished and there was a break, 

during which she introduced me to the Club Manager who had heard I might be 

interested in taking to the open mic. The manager was very cool guy named Jackie. Mari 

had told Jackie about her dad’s experience in public speaking. Right then, Jackie invited 

me to do a bit. The next set would begin in 45 minutes. It gave me pause. I said to Jackie: 

“Do you know what my line of work is?” He said, “You’re a preacher, aren’t you?”  I 

said “Yes I am, but this crowd’s a bit different than my congregation.” He said, “Yeah, 

but maybe you can catch ‘em and turn things around.” 

 

So, what did I do . . . ? I balked. I needed more than 45 minutes to prep. It was a rough 

crowd. Some day I will; I think. Meanwhile, here I am . . .  still thinking what it means to 

connect and engage with a challenging group, who are daring you and testing and testy 

and confrontative and “go ahead, try to get my attention - group”  much less influence 

and touch.  
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I think of Joshua with the Israelite crowd and how he too was trying to connect. . .  

  

Joshua had a tough act to follow.  Joshua was the one appointed to succeed Moses, 

leading the Israelites into the Promised Land.  Moses had breathed his last on the slopes 

of Mt. Pisgah overlooking the land of Canaan, that region today which is between the 

Dead Sea and the Mediterranean Sea.  Behind Moses was the journey out of bondage in 

Egypt, the trials and trek of the 40-year sojourn in exile. Along the way, there was Mt. 

Sinai and the Ten Commandments.  Brought by Moses, the commandments were 

directions for life, for God’s people.  But still, as the sun set on Moses, the questions of 

the people’s loyalties and leanings were evident. 

 

Joshua knew this only too well.  There in Canaan, other gods abounded.  The big rival 

God was Baal, the god of rain and fertility. Molech was the god of child sacrifice. 

Chemosh was the god of the Moabites. Asherah was a beloved mother goddess. Anat was 

a strong warrior goddess. All of these gods and goddesses competed with Yahweh, the 

god of the Israelites. And Joshua didn’t like it one bit.  

 

Also concerned about idols, John Calvin, the 16
th
 century reformer, quipped that the 

human mind is a “factory of idols.”  Human beings have a great ability, to structure and 

fashion objects of worship and adoration. 

 

Monotheism is the belief in, and worship of, only one all powerful, all knowing, all 

present God.  Yet, is that at all natural for human beings? . . . given the apparent tendency 

for reverence for an array of gods – like at the Parthenon  -- as we find that roster of gods 

on the Acropolis Hill in ancient Greece?  While we don’t worship various gods and 

goddesses, we still see god-like treatment of success, power, and the worshipful interest 

we give to things and the objects of our attention and desire.  

 

 

In the Old Testament, we observe that the people of Israel moved from a belief in many 

gods to a belief in one god.  The first of the commandments is plain - “Thou shall have no 

other gods before me.” But what’s curious about this commandment is that it shows God 

admitting to other gods. God does not say, there are no other gods besides me. Rather, 

God says don’t worship those other gods before me. Monotheism only comes gradually 

to the ancient Israelites.  

 

Then as now, God knows about the “factory of idols” of our human minds.   

Amidst the tension of entering the new land with their God, Joshua brings all the people 

together.   

Meanwhile, the people have been at odds. They have been murmuring against God and 

against their leaders. Even though they had come from slavery, and across the period of 

exodus, now to the Promised Land.  Still, Joshua had to contend with the disgruntled  

people, and the comparisons of him with Moses, even though Moses was also derided 

and criticized.  Despite Joshua bringing the people through a contentious period of wars 

and battles with adversaries there in Canaan, there were adversaries within – a raucous, 
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contentious crowd - who held him up to some impossible standards. They used their 

evaluation of Joshua to avoid any responsibility which they themselves needed to accept 

as God’s people, people of the covenant. 

 

But the most critical concerns and issue was the God whom they serve . . . the one God of 

all creation, our maker, Lord of life. It is indeed remarkable that after God brought them 

out of Egypt and across the wilderness, the people are carrying around the idols that their 

neighbors worshipped. In the Joshus 24:23 we read that the people tell Joshua that they 

will serve God, but Joshua says . . .  “Well, then put away the foreign gods that are 

among you and incline your hearts to the Lord.”  

 

Obviously, they had been serving other gods? How could they have seen God’s mighty 

acts, and still want to worship and serve other gods?  

 

Well, it just may be that there is something in human nature that makes us want to hedge 

our bets, something that says: “OK, worship God, but just in case, it might be a good idea 

to honor Baal or Astarte, Canaanite gods, or some other deity. You can never be too 

careful.”   

 

So it was in ancient Greece in the cosmopolitan culture of the Athenians whom Paul 

encountered at the Parthenon. They had put up a temple to “an unknown God” on the off-

chance that there might be another god who they missed or did not take account of.  

 

Are we really that different from those tendencies of the Israelites in Joshua’s day? Or the 

Athenians in their day? Is the temptation to serve other gods any less real than it was 

2000 or 3000 years ago? How many of us have constructed an idol and put in the face of 

the real God?  Not a gold or silver statue to which sacrifices are offered.  But an idol or 

false god can be those efforts or things that become all-consuming objects of our 

attention? Work, success, prestige, our precious holdings.  

 

Our strength and hope is in the Lord, our God. The commandments – Thou shall not kill. 

Thou shall not bear false witness. Do not covet. The commandments and the way of God 

are before us, in Christ In whom God comes, being like us, that we might be like him.   

Therein is focus and purpose for our lives.  

 

What is it that we need to put away, or let go, so that we may realize the presence and 

strength of God in our lives?  What do we carry with us that needs to be pushed aside, 

that attracts our attention so much in ways that seem worshipful of other gods? What do 

we need to lessen or diminish or turn down the volume on?  For example, those things, 

and matters of self-satisfaction, and the focus of fret, and worry about what has been.  

 

Instead realize the place of God in your lives, and you as precious in God’s sight, in this 

God’s creation.  Each day, especially when you feel stressed or burdened, ask yourself, 

How do I choose life? Where would God, where would Christ lead me now? Take that to 

heart. Choose that, this day, and see what that means for all that follows.    
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Amen.  


