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Here! Now!

Joshua 24:1-3a, 14-18

September 13, 2009
Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
One of my favorite names for a church is one that I saw in Jamaica. Literally its name was, “The Church of No Problem Man.”
Well I’m here to tell you that we are the church of the “here and now.” Maybe you know that because you saw the banners hanging out front that simply say “Here. Now.” And if it is on the banners, then it must be true. We are the church of the “here and now.”
We joked about that as staff. When staff was on a day retreat this summer, we looked at our purpose and our goals and our priorities; what the church needs to be about; what do we need to be in this time and this place. I don’t even remember how it came about. We just started talking about ministry here and ministry now. Those words kept coming up: “Here!” “Now!” Someone finally suggested that maybe that should be our theme for this year. What is God calling us to be - “Here! Now!” How do we help people with their faith journey - “Here! Now!” What does the Bible say about being in ministry - “Here! Now!” And so we joked about being the church of the “here and now.”
It reminded me, for those old enough to remember the Flip Wilson Show, of one of his regular skits where he played Reverend Leroy from the “Church of ‘What’s Happenin’ Now!’” We are the church of the “here and now!”
The scary thing is if you do a little web search there are a couple of “churches” that call themselves “The Church of the Here and Now!” While their sites might be entertaining and perhaps provocative in a good way, and maybe from their point of view even serious, I cannot recommend their particular theology.

We are not seeking to be a church where the pursuit of immediate and personal gratification is the ultimate goal where nothing matters but the here and now. But in God’s greater scheme of eternity we do want to find our spiritual purpose in the time and the place we live. What is God calling us to “Here!” “Now!”?
When the Bible so often seems mysterious and in need of historical and cultural interpretation, today’s scripture is one where things are laid out so very clearly that it is hard to miss the point that is being made. 

The people of Israel had spent generations as slaves in Egypt. God sent Moses to them and they were delivered from that life of slavery. They wandered for forty years in the wilderness as the generation of slaves in Egypt died away and their children grew. Then God brought them into the Promised Land. After having wandered their whole lives, they were now entering a land that was to be their own. People who should have defeated them in battle inhabited it, but God was with them. Time and again they were victorious in ways that proved to them that it was God delivering this land to them. And now, they were ready to go and settle this land, and Joshua, Moses’ successor and their leader, gathered them together and laid out a choice they had to make.

He starts out by telling them to “Revere the Lord and serve [God] in sincerity and in faithfulness… Now if you are unwilling to serve the Lord, choose this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your ancestors served in the region beyond the river or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you are living.” And then comes Joshua’s great pledge of faith and faithfulness, “But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.”
The people are given a choice by Joshua and by God. Are you going to serve the God who has been so faithful and gracious to you or are you going to get caught up in your self-absorbed world and surroundings and chase after other gods? 

You see, the few verses that we didn’t read between 3 and 14 recounted for the people all that the living God had done for them beginning with their ancestor Abraham through the escape from Egyptian slavery to the victories that gave them a land of their own. It’s not a bad tactic. So often we get caught up in the latest challenge or failure that we forget to take the time to reflect on how God always moves us through with love and grace and gets us to the other side. How often, when we get to a desired end after extreme challenge, do we say, “Wow, did I get lucky” or “Gee, look what I was able to accomplish.” We forget to stop to take inventory how God’s grace was at work in our lives. Because chances are when we were in the middle of the turmoil we sent God pleas for help like flares from the lost and stranded. But when we are safe we forget that perhaps God listened, and did indeed guide us through the challenge. Maybe we need to stop and remember, here, now, how the love and grace of God has brought to this point.

That is what Joshua did with the people of Israel. He stopped to remind them who it was in grace and love that brought them to this point. So today, here, now, choose whom you will serve.

Well, put that way what were the people going to say? The truth of what Joshua said was all too evident. God was so very real to them in all that Joshua said and in all that they experienced that it didn’t take much thought to proclaim their allegiance to the living God.

Joshua didn’t believe them at first, though. He knew how easy it is to believe when things are going well, and how fickle we humans are when confronted with challenge. In the Scripture that comes after what we read today, Joshua tries to warn the people that serving God is not something you can commit to in a passing comment. It requires your whole being and a covenant to wake up every day and recommit that here, now, I will serve the living God. Here, now, I will be an instrument of God’s hope, peace, love and justice.

That’s what I hope we accomplish as we look at being the church of the here and now. Not that we become a church only concern with our immediate wants and the latest whims, but that we become a church built upon the grace of God’s eternal now and ubiquitous here – two phrases that we will take a closer look at in the next couple of weeks.

It is a call to a higher cause that might be uncomfortable and stretch who we are, but will give us more meaning and purpose than a lifetime can contain.

Many of you are familiar with Thomas Merton. He was a 20th century monastic and Catholic mystic, a man who tried to find himself in everything that the world had to offer. He could not find satisfaction anywhere until he ended up on the Christian community of Our Lady of Gethsemani Abbey in Kentucky. He lived there in sparse physical surroundings with very few conveniences and possessions. Finally he found a new richness to his life. He discovered the goodness of God. 

It didn’t take too long before he began to see that with this new strength he could not walk out on the world. He realized as a follower of Jesus Christ he was to be an instrument of God’s grace in the world. He had a love for interfaith dialogue, especially with the Eastern Mystic religions where I am sure that he found articulation to the duplicity of his life and all of our lives, that meaning and purpose come not when we live for the here and now, but when we allow ourselves to be in the here and now as instruments of God’s grace through Jesus Christ. 

I don’t mean to fall into the trap of a pedagogue, thinking I have something to offer because of my advance years and experiences. But let me speak to the young adults for a moment. Whether you are in college, just out of college, or in that age group, now is that time in life when you find yourself facing issues of identity and purpose. You have the assignment of discovering who you are as unique persons, distinct from parents, peers, and other folks in your community. You will find out that part of this identity search involves connecting to something that is bigger than you are. Your challenge is to integrate who you are with your life calling. And this life calling is more than just the job for which you are preparing or have. It has to do with your one reason for being which encompasses everything you do. Joshua laid out the challenge. Whom will you serve? Will you covenant not to live for the here and now, but to live in the here and now to be an instrument of God’s Grace?

Young adults are not the only people who need to come to terms with this. Many of us got a late start. Others of us need to take another look at whatever age or stage of life we happen to be in. Especially at mid life we often find ourselves asking “what’s it all about?” What have I been doing with my life all these years? In this respect the mid life crisis can be a very good thing. We take another look. What is God calling me to “Here!” “Now!”?
The danger is to make someone think the answer to that question should be easy and obvious. In some ways it is. In many ways it isn’t. Joshua knew that. Humanity is filled with good intention.

Some ‘would be’ disciples might dream about a future time of lofty service when they are old enough or independently rich enough. Or they may take up the cause when they are finished with everything else they ever wanted to do and experience. Others might want to become better educated or be more mature before they take on this challenge to follow Jesus. Then there are those want to sow a few wild oats first before getting down to the real business of life. Following Jesus is something for the future when the time and place is right and when I’m ready for it. We can’t start right now. We can’t start right here. Perhaps I will get started as soon as I get back from my vacation.

Let me leave you with this: The past is not ours to change. The future is not ours to see. There is only one call that God extends. It is here and it is now.

“Choose today whom you will serve, as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.”

I pray that it will be true in your life and in mine. Amen.
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