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

This Tuesday, November 11, we celebrate Veterans Day, a holiday dedi-
cated to American veterans of all wars.   

Originally, this day was known as Armistice Day, a day to celebrate 
peace. A day that would remember the 11th hour of the 11th day of the 11th 
month of 1918 when an armistice, or temporary cease of hostilities, was de-
clared between the Allied Powers (France, Great Britain, Russia, the United 
States, and other smaller counties) and the Central Powers (Germany, Austria-
Hungary,  and Turkey/Ottoman Empire, along with other smaller countries) in 
the First World War. 

A day that President Woodrow Wilson declared to be a day that cele-
brated peace and was to be commemorated with thanksgiving and prayer and 
exercises designed to perpetuate peace through good will and mutual under-
standing among nations.

And so, it is interesting that today we read from the Book of Joshua, one 
of the most violent books of the Bible.

Chapter after chapter tells us of war and fighting. And not just any war, 
but HOLY WAR, a divinely sanctioned, brutal conquest of the land of Canaan. 

God directs and actively engages in terror, violence, and mayhem. By to-
day’s standards, many of the acts depicted in the Book of Joshua would be con-
sidered war crimes. But we never read that part in church.  

But today we hear from the final chapter: The fighting has stopped and 
their leader Joshua is leading them, addressing his veterans — perhaps in an 
Armistice ceremony of an ancient time, a commemoration of an end to fight-
ing, a moment in which the leadership of a nation encouraged its people to 
offer thanksgiving, prayer,l and exercises to perpetuate peace.

Joshua is a hard book for Christians to read. We skip most of it in 
our worship readings. We are spared the full story of the slaughter of the 
Canaanites.
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And if we know the story, our shock of such a ruthless God usually goes 
unaddressed. And our questions unanswered.

Was the God of Jesus really this merciless?  
How are we to comprehend this story in light of Christ?
Perhaps what is important for us all to understand when we read the 

difficult parts of the Bible such as this is that rarely, if ever, was the Bible writ-
ten as it was happening, as some sort of a recorded play by play.  

Rather, it was written in collective memory with communal purpose.
The Bible is true in its testimony to the revelation of God, in what it tells 

us about God, about humanity, and about humanity’s relationship with God.
But the Bible must also be seen in terms of the people who wrote it.
Because, contrary to what some like to think, ancient Israelites were not 

modern Christians. They were not modern anything for that matter!!
They lived 12 hundred years before Christ and reflected the culture of 

that time.
From our perspective the early Israelites would have been a savage trib-

al people who did not have the same moral code that we have today.  
They were a violent people who lived in a violent time where there was 

no law except the law of power.
To survive meant to fight well, and the only security of life came by brute 

force.  
And yet, they were a people who understood themselves to be a people 

of God.  
Their encounter with the Yahweh of exodus did not immediately throw 

them into some state of modern enlightenment in which they automatically 
understood everything about God that we understand nearly 3,500 years 
later!  

Rather, their experience of God was a slow transformation toward a cul-
ture of monotheism, social justice, and authentic worship.

But it would take them nearly 1,000 years to get there.
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And so, the Israelite people are still in their social and spiritual infancy, 
when their conquering of Cannan comes to an end, a moment of Armistice. 
The war has stopped, but its smell and smoldering ruins are most certainly 
still around them.

There is undoubtedly theological uncertainty as they stand back and see 
what they have done. So Joshua cries out to them:

”But if it seems wrong in your opinion to serve the LORD,
then choose today whom you will serve.”

On the ruins of the battlefield he could not risk losing all that they had 
gained as a community. There could be no second-guessing what they had don, 
no loss in their purpose and promise — no matter how the battle had been 
won.

Joshua had to remind them of who they were — a people who were to 
always see themselves as a people of God.

Perhaps this is one of those moments in biblical teaching in which we 
stand to learn more about ourselves than we do in the theology of an angry 
God.  

For it never seems to occur to us that biblical history might have been 
just as likely to record the mistakes that God’s people made as well as their 
successes.  

Being a chosen people does not mean that they didn’t make mistakes. 
It merely meant that the consequences of their actions mattered much, much 
more.   

But it might take some time for us to come around to imagining that 
maybe the brutal manner in which the Israelites exterminated the Canaanites 
might have been preserved as a model and a message of how not to act.

For it is not right to attach God to man’s atrocities.
Every civilization — Israelites & Americans included — has been guilty 

of committing acts that were less than noble. And it is often part of our pattern 
as humans to then attribute these acts to “God’s will.” 
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We only need to look at our own mistreatment of native Americans and 
the sanctioning of slavery to see that we are guilty, too. And I am sure history 
will tell us more as time moves on.

For every soldier of every country of every war leaves for battle believ-
ing that God is on their side.  

Even the belt buckles of soldiers of the Third Reich were inscribed with 
the words Gott Mit Uns (God with us.) 

Every soldier needs to somehow make right what they did in war, some-
how make sense of what they had to do, what they heard, what they smelled, 
what they tasted, what they saw and — most importantly, how they felt. 

The soldier needs an Armistice — that embracing back into community, 
that moment when leaders recognize the need for peace and healing, a reminder 
that war is not God’s doing or God’s desire, but of human construction.

And so maybe here lies the message, recorded for us, as only God could 
inspire, not by those who fought the battle and conquered the land, but by 
those who wanted us to remember how it should never have been done.  

War is and always has been a force for spiritual crisis, tilting the soul of 
the individual and society toward a separation from God in a way that no other 
experience can.   

Dr. Jonathan Shay, a clinical psychiatrist specializing in combat trauma, 
explains how the soldier often suffers a betrayal of “what’s right.”

Those who believe in a God of love often find this image shattered 
by war as their world view and sense of morality are destroyed. 
They often adopt a conviction that virtue is no longer possible, 
given God’s abandonment.

My sense, is that this is a fundamentally religious issue. It’s pos-
sible to package Post Traumatic Stress Disorder as a mental health 
issue, but I think we lose out. 
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Even people who have had good secular treatments for their trau-
ma still feel a need for the religious dimension of it. I don’t think as 
a society we’re offering it.1

And combat war psychologist Dr. Edward Tick explains how war and de-
struction put the soldier in a state of “post traumatic soul distress.”  

For war can have a compounding effect on the spirit when a per-
son is routinely part of a destructive mission directed at nature 
and humanity as soldiers can begin to see themselves as agents 
acting against creation.  

The soul is the seat of the imagination. We could say that the act 
of creating is one way we resonate with the Creator. The use of the 
imagination is inherently life affirming.  

But, war on the other hand, reshapes the imagination as an agent 
of negation. To create weapons and plan strategies that con-
quer and kill, the imagination must be enlisted in life destroying 
service.2

The force of darkness and destruction within us is balanced with a force 
of light and love for our fellow man. These factors struggle and strive within 
the heart of each of us. To ignore one is to ignore the other. We cannot know 
the light if we do not acknowledge the dark.

Few in our society will ever live with such carnal knowledge of this dark 
side of humanity.  

But a soldier, whether they were on the streets of Canaan or the rice 
fields of Vietnam, or the mountains of Afghanistan, knows this all too well.  

The Bible swells with the timeless experiences of being human in a 
world created by an ever-loving God. But this was not necessarily the under-
standing of God the ancient Hebrews would have had. Thirty-five hundred 
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years is a long time to learn from our mistakes. But when you step outside 
those doors today or turn on the news, it doesn’t take too long to recognize 
that we still have a long, long way to go, as war seems to never stop going on 
and on.

And perhaps you believe that there has never been just cause for en-
gagement in any war and maybe you believe that any discussion of war is al-
most un-Christian.  

But, until the church unambiguously commits itself to nonviolence by 
appealing to governments and insurgents the world over, we all share in a col-
lective responsibility to care for our veterans, who as a whole face staggering 
rates of substance abuse, homelessness, and suicide

Veterans Day should be more than just an excuse for a parade or a mat-
tress sale.  

It should be as it was originally intended: a day of Armistice, a day of 
peace that looks for that day ”when justice shall roll down like waters and 
righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. When nation shall not lift up sword 
against nation, nor shall they learn war anymore.”

As a community of faith may we offer peace, a communal embrace that 
affirms our men and women in uniform who are here with us today. 

May each know that we accept that you have gone into danger and have 
had to do things that perhaps were truly terrible, but that you have done them 
in our name.

May your memories be washed of darkness and may you each know that 
you are truly loved by this community and by God. 

In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen



Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.
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(Endnotes)
1Jonathan Shay as quoted in Benedicta Cipolla, “Healing the Wounds of 

War,” 4. 
2Edward Tick, War and the Soul (Wheaton, IL: Quest Books, 2005), 42.


