Sunday August 23rd 2009




  Morning Service
_____________________________________________________________

Hymns:
19: 
With gladness we worship, rejoice as we sing



480:
Spirit of Truth, essential God



514:
Sweet is the work, my God, my King



721:
Stand up! Stand up for Jesus!

Readings:

Joshua 1-2a and 14-18




Ephesians 6: 10-20

_____________________________________________________________

CHOICES, CHOICES
I remember the very first coffee shop I went into – Kardomah, it was called – and the thrill of ordering my first cup. It became fashionable for friends to meet in such places over the caffeine. It all seems so quaint now. 
These days, coffee shops litter our High Streets. The firmament is filled with Starbucks and Caffè Nero or XYZ Coffee outlets abound. I never cease to be amazed at the battering I receive whenever I go into such places. “What would you like? Espresso, americano, latte, cappuccino…..?” It used to be just black or white. And then, having plumped for one of these exotic strains, I find myself being asked whether I want small, medium or large and, further, whether it’s to be drunk on the premises or (one of my pet-hate-Americanisms: “to go”). So much thinking to do. So many questions to answer. So many choices to make.

Choice is one of the precious qualities of contemporary living and it underlies both capitalism and consumerism. We want a range of objects to choose from so that we can be quite sure that we get exactly what we want. And this love of choice has been taken hold of by political parties of all hues and turned into a virtuous principle, almost a human right. We ought to feel entitled to choose which doctor we see, which hospital we’re referred to, which school we want our children to attend etc…. The mathematics don’t work, of course. If too many people chose the same doctor/hospital/school then we’d soon discover that it couldn’t work. 

This was of approaching things is in play even in the arena of church life. Of course we don’t want Church Unity, the cry goes up; in fact, the more churches the merrier. We want to be able to choose the one that suits us best, that fits our needs and temperament. 

Choice is too often trivialised by those who think in this way. You can really yoke choice to the consumerist model as if its frame of reference was conditioned by what we can buy or secure for ourselves. 
There is an altogether deeper, a more visceral, an “existential” understanding of the meaning of choice. I remember reading some of the writings of Danish theologian Søren Kierkergaard in which he spelled out his conviction that the most critical and crucial moments in our lives are all undergirded by the radical choice we must make that will commit us to one path or another for the rest of our lives. We can only choose one path at the expense of the other. For Kierkergaard, this was the moment of decision, the “Entweder/Oder” the Either/Or moment. There could be no question of guarding your options, hedging your bets, keeping a toe in the waters, resorting to a “belt and braces” approach to the choice before you. It really was one thing or the other. Dependent on your choice at such moment lie the direction your life must now go, the values you will henceforth espouse, the shape and purpose of everything that matters most to you. These are awesome moments.
It was just such a critical moment that faced Joshua in this morning’s reading. Joshua had inherited the task of leading God’s chosen people into the Promised Land. His predecessor, Moses, had died just short of that goal. But now they were in and Joshua himself was ready for death. He urged his troops to remain faithful to the God who’d brought them thus far and not to abandon him for the idolatrous gods of the people they’d found on the land when they arrived. That’s the choice spelled out by Joshua. The Living God or various forms of idolatry. “Choose ye this day whom ye will serve,” his cry rings out. You can’t have it both ways, all ways. Choose!
It was the sort of note sounded by Jesus, centuries later, when he began his public ministry: “the Kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe the good news.” Here is something that demands a choice of you. Now!
As Charles Wesley put it:

This is the time; no more delay!






This is the Lord’s accepted day;






Come in this moment, at his call,






And live for him who died for all.
At this stage, and in all honesty, I must point something out. The verses chosen for this morning’s Old Testament reading have been carefully chosen by the makers of the lectionary for the nice feeling they give – the sentiments of an old man just before his death. I have to say that the verses that surround the chosen ones, raise a lot of questions both about the narrative in general and some of the principles informing the mentality of the chosen people as they settled into their new abode. 
These verses sit in the midst of a long narrative complied by a historian known as the Deuteronomist – someone responsible for the book that bears that name but also for a history of the chosen people that stretches down the centuries from the time of Moses to the time of King Josiah in the 8th century B.C.. It is a very partisan narrative whose over-riding intention is to call the Jewish people to account. It’s clear that they haven’t followed the ordinances upon which their nation was founded nor kept at the front of their minds the God who’d given them possession of the Promised Land. So this historical account is an attempt to focus their minds on certain principles. 

What might those principles be?
(1) All talk of Ishmael as a son of Abraham has been airbrushed out of this narrative. He is irrelevant. Isaac and Jacob are all that matter as far as the patriarchs are concerned.

(2) The writer is keenly focussed on a nation built on racial purity. The people are to have nothing to do with non-Jews, certainly not inter-marry with them. 

(3) He exalts the gift to his people of “land on which you have not laboured, towns which you did not build, the produce of vineyards and olive groves which you did not plant.”

(4) He glorifies the fact that God’s chosen people can keep great nations at bay and that “just one of you can rout a thousand of them.2

All of this just brings 1948 into view. Obviously, that’s an anachronism. You can’t take the account of events that occurred three millennia ago as if they have some bearing on our own times. 

Or can you? 

After all, the Deuteronomist is himself writing some hundreds of years after the events he describes. And he certainly gives the “facts” of history a little twist in his direction. So why shouldn’t we? The principles I’ve numbered above certainly make chilling reading for anyone interested in contemporary Middle Eastern history.

But back to our own proper narrative and the question about Choice.

Just in the last week, I’ve had two good examples of how this matter of choice works. Yesterday, I was in Wensleydale (in North Yorkshire), the idyllic setting for the wedding of our own Andy Fagg to his sweetheart Emily. They’d been together for nine years but, at last, they knew the moment had come for them to make their life-long commitment to each other in front of their friends. It was a stunningly beautiful place for a wedding but the scenery was nothing like as beautiful as the fact of their opting to make this commitment. They could have stayed just as they were. But the Either/Or moment came and they chose to steer their lives in a new direction, one they’ll want to maintain for the rest of their lives. 
The other came on Wednesday when we conducted the funeral service for Jomo Faal-Thomas, a 21 year old young man with immense promise. He was a footballer whose skills had been sought by many a league club and whose personal and social skills added charm and loveliness to any group he joined. He died after a mere two week decimating period when his cancer just tore him apart. Before he died, he spoke to his mother. “God takes some and leaves others,” he said, before adding, “and he’s taking me now. Don’t worry, I’m ready and I’m happy to go.” What a moving moment! Here was a young man who had embraced the life of faith and that faith had seen him through right to the end. His choice was vindicated; who can take anything away from someone who affirms his faith on the very verge of death?
So choice is something we’re faced by. Not the choice between a latte or an espresso but the choice of a pathway through life that will sustain us and allow us to flourish as the human beings we were always meant to be.

“Choose ye this day” was never a challenge meant only for those alive in the days of Joshua. It is a challenge to all of us here today. And so much depends on the response we make. Will we follow God? Or the culture of the age? It’s for us to decide. Now. Today.
