
Who to Worship

Joshua 24:1-3a, 14-25*; Psalm 78:1-7; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; Matthew 25:1-13

We have been following them during the forty years of wilderness wandering and at last the

Israelites inhabit the promised land. Egyptian slavery and the struggles in the wilderness are far

behind them. Joshua, their leader stands before them and preaches, “Choose this day whom you will

serve.” Decide today whom you will worship—the God who delivered you from bondage or some

other god more to your liking.

And the people swear to worship the God of Israel, the God who has promised to be their

God. Joshua is oddly unconvinced by their declaration to worship God rather than idols. He has them

promise three times, “We promise, we swear, we vow we will worship the true and living God rather

than some dead, human-made idol.”

You get the impression that Joshua is still unconvinced, still uneasy that God’s people may slip

back into idolatry, worshipping the gods of Egypt or of their promised land, Canaan, at any time.

We listen to this ancient scripture and think to ourselves, (perhaps especially on

Remembrance Sunday) “Well, we may still have problems with racism, war, and human evil but at

least we’ve come along way from those Israelites. We’re not a bunch of pagan idolaters.”

But just for this Sunday I want you to consider that one of the hardest tasks of a Christian is to

avoid the sin of idolatry. Our great challenge is to worship God who is three in one rather than

ourselves.

Something within us keeps fashioning something to give our lives to other than God. Rather

than love the God we’ve got in Jesus Christ, we devise more congenial deities. The Israelites

borrowed the gods of the Egyptians or the Canaanites. They find those mini gods more to their liking.

How about us?
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In too many popular, allegedly Christian “praise songs,” you will note the prevalence of the first

person singular pronoun: I, me, my. This suggests that the one to whom these words of adoration are

addressed is someone other than the Trinity.

Someone has said that God created humanity in God’s own image and ever since humanity

has been returning the compliment!

In our culture we have so much encouragement to focus on ourselves, to keep taking our

emotional temperature, to worry about ourselves. We have been told, in effect, that it’s up to us to

make our lives turn out right. It’s up to us to fix the world.

We live in a democracy (which our neighbour to the south is wrestling with right now) where

the people have great power in our hands. (Didn’t you feel great power surging through your veins

when you last voted?)

In such a climate our great temptation is to put ourselves upon the altar rather than God.

“Why do you come to church?: a man was asked by his minister.

His response: “I come to church to reflect upon my life, where I’ve gone wrong, what I need to

do to get it right.”

Notice anything missing from that otherwise noble statement about worship? God.

Theologian Karl Barth said that although we profess belief in God, in the modern world God

has been turned into “an item in the inventory of the contents of an old-fashioned or partially

modernized house, a piece of furniture the owner would refuse to part with in any circumstances, but

for which he has nevertheless ceased to have any real use; or rather, which he has very good

reasons for taking care not to use, for it might be uncomfortable or dangerous. God is spoken of, but

what is meant is an idol that one treats as one sees f it.”

Perhaps you have seen a popular bumper sticker that reads “COEXIST”. The sticker implies
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that all faiths are equal. Pick one that’s right for you but don’t criticize someone else for choosing a

different religion. Whatever works for you is best. Our religion is what we cobble together out of this,

from any faith, that which we find helpful, attractive, and desirable other than that faith itself. Try on

this faith for a while, see if it works for you. If it’s not to your liking, or if it fundamentally challenges

you, then you can toss it and try something else. This is the triumph of consumer culture. Church as

Netflix.

We particularly don’t like conflict so the way to avoid conflict is to declare all religions equally

valid paths toward the same reality. The particularities of “God” in one religion or another don’t really

matter since the goal is to make “religion” such an amorphous, vague experience that it is not worth

arguing about.

Do you see? We’ve substituted something else for the true, living, unmanageable God. That’s

what idolatry is: substituting some other “something” for the God who meets us in Jesus Christ and

scripture, whether it be power, coveting what our neighbour has, or the myth that “stuff” will bring us

true happiness.

And my contention is that our chief God-substitute in today’s church is our own blessed selves,

making church a time to focus ever more deeply upon ourselves. The idol Joshua was battling was

named Baal, or something similar. Our idol is called, “Me-Myself-Mine.”

Last Sunday on All Saints, we thought about the gift of the past and our scriptural tradition.

The great Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann charges that in the contemporary church,

having been so often discomforted by a true and living God, we now have a “manufactured religion”:

… worshipping a god from whom we dare expect no serious transformation. Indeed we prefer the

god who has become a guarantor of the way things are. We absolutize the present and imagine it
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has always been the way it is. Because we have no memory, we articulate a god who has no history.

Because we treasure no past, we cannot recall God’s past with us. The erosion of our language

about god is rooted in our failure of nerve about our memory, our loss of authority and tradition, our

embarrassment about our concrete and therefore scandalous experience.

Brueggemann is saying that when we jettison the rich, unmanageable scriptural narrative of

who God is and what God is up to, we lose our memory as God’s people and therefore lose the God

who is able to challenge and judge us, correct and speak to us.

Surfing the web to pick this and that appealing quality from various religious options gives us a

“god” who never fundamentally challenges us.

Worship of the self, exaltation of ourselves, liberates us from taking God seriously so that we

might take ourselves ever more religiously. Sadly, our self-worship leaves us lonely and isolated. The

Holy Spirit becomes identified with the human spirit. God the Creator takes a back seat to us as

creators of the people we wish we were. God the Messiah and his demands are overlooked by an

increasingly demanding, deified self.

I mentioned Michael Pasquarello last week and he says, “Being Christian is not primarily about

becoming a better person, citizen, worker, family member, developing a more spiritual life, or finding

meaning and purpose. Being Christian is about God who is the source, means, and goal of Christian

living; through Christ and the Spirit we are joined to God, with, in, and for God…. Only when we do

the Jesus’ truth in the Jesus way do we get the Jesus life.”

You can tell the difference between a false, dead god, an idol and a true and living God by one

test, says theologian Robert Jenson: a dead god will never surprise you.[1] A dead God, a “god” that

we concoct for ourselves, is a controllable, containable, manageable idol that stays put and can be
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dependably used for our purposes. A living God shocks, moves, and uses us for God’s purposes.

Only a true, living God surprises. [1] Robert W. Jenson, Systematic Theology: The Triune , Vol. 1, [Oxford University Press, 1977], 194.

So, this worship service continues as we all attempt to do something strange in this land in the

current age: we are going to try to take God a little more seriously and ourselves a little less so.

May God help us, to get out of the way and worship God rather than make an idol of ourselves

and thus transform our world into the vision of peace that God holds for us all. Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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