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Sermon, St. David’s Episcopal Church, 11/8/2020, Joshua 24:1-3a, 14-25 (Elizabeth Felicetti) 

Today we get a rare reading from the book of Joshua. Some of you here and home on the stream 

grew up Baptist and you know all of the books of the Bible like the back of your hand, but I grew 

up Episcopalian, and in Sunday School when I was young, we skipped this book. We skipped a 

lot of books. Basically, we went from the Red Sea to David and Goliath. I vaguely knew that 

they were in the wilderness for forty years before getting to the Promised Land, but there wasn’t 

a particular story we read about that. I never contemplated that wilderness, that desert, until I was 

a young adult. And I didn’t read the book of Joshua until I was a young adult. 

When I did, I was appalled. I assumed the Israelites went into the Promised Land kind of like 

Noah and the animals when they stepped out of the ark: building a new world in a pristine land, 

holy to God. I didn’t realize, because I never thought about it, that people were already living in 

the Promised Land, and that Joshua and the Israelites conquered the citizens and took their home.  

Our Sunday lectionary takes us from the Death of Moses at the end of Deuteronomy two weeks 

ago to the 24th chapter of Joshua. Now in all fairness, because of All Saints, we did skip a 

reading from the third chapter of Joshua, because feast days pre-empt the continuous readings; 

but even if we had read that, we are skipping too much of Joshua to get any sense of the whole 

book. We skip Rahab. We skip Jericho. We skip spying and strategies and the way Joshua 

executed the five kings after trapping them in a cave. Instead, we get today’s reading with its 

saying that shows up on refrigerator magnets and cross stitch: but as for me and my household, 

we will serve the Lord.” 

All of the skipping misses much unpleasantness. By unpleasantness, I mean violence. Murder. 

Genocide. An apparent disregard of several of the Ten Commandments. And worst of all, the 

way the book is written, it seems like God thought all this was just fine. Those Canaanites 

weren’t his people. The Israelites were God’s people. 

So, who are your people? 

This election season and the actual election have been enough, to borrow a phrase from my 

mom: have been enough to make a preacher cuss. On Wednesday I sat with many of my 

colleagues in a diocesan Zoom meeting bemoaning having to preach this week. The last time I 

preached after a presidential election I received an email that was so pointed that Dana asked me 

if she could delete it instead of forwarding it to me. I did read it, and responded to it, and hoped 

that the next election would be different. It is different, but still difficult, just in a different way 

than 2016. 

Who are your people?  

People with different colored skin are your people. 

People you ignore are your people. 

People who feel differently about guns than you do are your people.  
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We in this church are your people, even if we voted differently than you did or didn’t vote at all. 

Our people vowed in our baptismal vows to seek and serve Christ in all persons. That piece of 

the baptismal vow may be the very hardest one for me, which is why I need to regularly 

remember it and preach about it. 

I don’t get to preach about the book of Joshua regularly, and that may be a good thing, because 

it’s the biblical book I personally find the most disturbing. But that’s why I can’t ignore it. It’s 

not convenient that the Promised Land wasn’t pristine land that the Israelites developed, but 

rather that it was occupied, and that they spied and strategized and struggled to make it theirs. 

This is part of our history as the people of God. These Israelites are our spiritual ancestors. We 

have to study and read their story, because as much as I would like to distance myself from what 

happened when they entered the Promised Land, their story is part of my story. 

We humans overthrow each other and fight wars and partake in all kinds of ugliness. Part of why 

I dislike the book of Joshua is because it forces me to remember that in this country, there were 

people already living here when my white ancestors showed up. This recent election and the 

political situation in our country makes it impossible to completely overlook this current 

ugliness. As the people of God, we are called to not only seek and serve Christ in all persons, 

even our most appalling neighbors, but to strive for justice and peace among all people and 

respect the dignity of every human being. 

It’d be so much easier to just hide somewhere and gorge on leftover Halloween candy.  

Today’s passage from the book of Joshua reminds us of how hard it is to serve God. After Joshua 

says his famous line about how he and his household will serve the Lord, the people he’s 

addressing all start agreeing. Yes, we will too. He led us out of Egypt. And, God drove away the 

people who were already here.  

Joshua sounds like he is trying to talk them out of serving God. You cannot serve the Lord, he 

says. He points out how hard it is. How they can’t serve God and foreign gods. 

That goes back to our idols discussion of a few weeks back. Idols continue to be a problem for 

us, even if we aren’t melting down our earrings to create cows. I bet whichever political party 

you belong to, you can point out idols of the other side; or, if you don’t belong to either party, 

you can probably point to idols in both. Things they care too much about. Or, remembering the 

sermon from three weeks ago, the fear that others have that leads them into idolatry. It’s much 

harder to identify those fears and idols in ourselves. 

Joshua tells the people they can’t serve God, and they insist that they can. He says OK, you are 

choosing this. You are committing. And they do. 

We will talk more over the next two years, as we continue to make our way through the Old 

Testament stories. We will talk about how these people of God constantly fell short. How they 

wanted a king like all the other nations and where that led them. Spoiler alert: didn’t go well. 

How again and again they turned away from God and got into trouble and would cry out for 

help. How prophets pointed out all the ways that they fell short. They would turn back to God, 

for a while.  
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And then, Jesus. God with us. Crucifixion. Resurrection. And still, we screw up: again, and 

again, and again. 

We are living through a lot right now, with the pandemic which prevents us from singing in 

church and limits the number of us who can gather on a Sunday. And with polarizing political 

positions that prevent us, sometimes, from seeking and serving Christ in all persons, from seeing 

that someone may still share many of our values even though we know they are wrong. Looking 

at the book of Joshua thousands of years later, we can see that Joshua got a lot wrong. But he 

was committed to the Lord and led others into a relationship with God. How will we and our 

household serve the Lord despite our shortcomings? And how can we avoid some of Joshua’s 

mistakes?  


