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My grandmother instructed me in all of life’s most important lessons, in her 

view: everything from how to be part of a faith community, to the womanly arts of 

cooking and sewing and making beds. And she had a particular way of getting my 

attention for these lessons. She would hold her hands like this and say “Now 

listen.” When she said “Now listen,” I knew the next thing to come out of her mouth 

would be really important.  

“Now listen,” she would say, “don’t fidget in church. Other people are trying 

to pay attention to the sermon.”  

“Now listen. When you make cornbread, don’t put flour in it. Just corn meal.” 

“Now listen,” she said. “Hold the fabric together carefully like this so your 

seam will be straight” 

When my grandmother said, “Now listen,” I knew that she was sharing 

wisdom from generations of women in my family, wisdom that would carry me 

safely through my life. And I took these lessons to heart. I can still sew a straight 

seam. I still won’t put flour in my corn bread. And I do try not to kick the pew 

ahead of me in church. 

 

 Our scripture this morning is one of those moments, a “Now listen!” moment, 

for the people of Israel. When we left the story last week, the people were 

wandering in the wilderness. Moses had led them out of slavery in Egypt, into the 
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barrenness of the Sinai Peninsula, and up to Mt. Sinai where they received the Ten 

Commandments. Then he led them through the most meandering route imaginable 

and finally to the very edge of the land God had first promised to their ancestor 

Abraham.  

 Moses himself did not get to enter the Promised Land. He died just before 

they got there. It was left to Joshua to lead the people of Israel across the Jordan 

River and to conquer the people who already lived in Canaan so that the Israelites 

could claim the land. It was a gruesome, bloody business to conquer all the people 

who were already settled there, but Joshua won battle after battle and the people 

acknowledged him as their leader, much the way that the founding fathers of our 

nation revered George Washington. 

 And so, before they divided up the land among the tribes, Joshua called all 

the people of Israel together one last time at Schechem. He called them to 

remember their past and to commit to their future and to their everlasting 

relationship with God. Generations later, the people remembered Joshua’s speech 

as a cardinal moment in their history, one that transmitted to a new generation the 

precious heritage of their ancestors.  

~~~ 

 “Now listen,” Joshua must have said. “This is the very moment that our 

ancestor Abraham dreamed of all those centuries ago, when God promised to make 

of him a great nation, even though he was childless in his old age. This is the moment 

our grandmothers longed for when they fled from Egypt. This is the moment we have 

all yearned to see.  
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“We are no longer wandering around in the wilderness, waiting for the quail to 

arrive at night so we can eat, hoping for water to spring from rocks so we won’t die 

of thirst. We are home at last. And we have to be careful not to ruin this great gift. 

 “There are temptations all around us. It would be so easy to lose sight of who 

and whose we are, now that we are settlers instead of nomads, now that we have 

the easy life. It would be so easy to live like our neighbors, to worship their gods. It 

would be easy to just fit in.  

 “But we belong to the God of our ancestors. The God of Abraham. The God of 

Isaac. The God of Jacob. We belong to the God who has been faithful to us throughout 

our history, even when we were not faithful in return. 

 “Now listen, Cousins! This is the point of our whole history as a people. If we 

are going to live here just like everyone else, worshipping the local gods, treating 

each other as they do, then we could have done that long ago, when our ancestor 

Abraham first came through this land. But we have been tested together: in 

famine, in our journey to Egypt to find food, in our time of favor there and in our 

terrible slavery. We have been tested in our escape to freedom and our wandering 

in the desert, in receiving the law and learning to live by it, in following God day 

after day after day when we didn’t know where we were going, and in counting only 

on God for our food and water as we crossed the wilderness. Yes, we have been 

tested together, and we have learned to put our faith in the faithfulness of God. It 

is a lesson we must remember, now that we are settlers instead of wanderers.  

“So, choose this day whom you will serve. As for me and my house, we will 

serve the Lord.”  
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 It is a great speech and a mighty challenge. And it works. All the people shout, 

“We will serve the Lord, too!”  

 But Joshua, knowing that this would be a promise easier to make than to keep, 

challenges them. “Don’t make this promise lightly; don’t make this promise unless 

you intend to keep it. God will not be happy if you are unfaithful after God has been 

so faithful to us.”  

 And the people say, “No really, we promise to be faithful to God.”  

 So, Joshua sets a great stone at Shechem to remind the people forever of the 

promises they made to God on that day. 

~~~ 

 It IS a promise easier to make than to keep: being faithful to God when the 

world all around us is so tempting. The Bible tells us that the people went back to the 

various territories that Joshua had allotted to each of the twelve tribes, and their 

record of faithfulness to God was … well … spotty. The whole rest of the Old Testament 

is about one leader or prophet after another calling the people back to this great vow 

they had made at Shechem, to love and serve only the God of their ancestors, not 

the gods of their neighbors.  

~~~ 

 We, too, belong to the God of our ancestors. The God of Abraham. The God 

of Sarah. The God of Isaac. The God of Rebecca. The God of our own 

grandmothers. The God of every faithful person who worshipped in this church over 

the years. We belong to that long tradition of faith that has been handed down to 

us from generation to generation. We have learned from them what is most 

important about being part of a faith community. Don’t kick the pew in front of you. 
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Here’s a quarter for the offering plate. Pray every day. Bring your kids to church 

every week. If someone is grieving, bake a cake. Read your Bible. Now listen. It’s 

important.  

 We all make promises to ourselves and to God. And, like the people of Israel, 

our record of faithfulness is, well, spotty. We are human after all. God knows and 

understands that. But there is this rock sitting in Shechem to remind the people of 

Israel. There is this memory somewhere in our hearts to remind us, to call us back 

to the promises we have made.  

 The Promised Land is not just a dream, not just a figment of our 

imaginations. The land of milk and honey is a way of living that we have to choose 

day after day, over and over again, remembering all the times in our lives when we 

were down and out and God came to rescue us, remembering when we were 

wanderers and God made sure we didn’t starve, remembering who and whose we 

are.  

 Choose this day whom you will serve. As for me and my house, we will serve 

the Lord. 

 Amen  


