Gifts from God: Commitment
Joshua 24:2a, 14-18

The two college students were running late to their summer construction job, so they asked their neighbor for a ride. Since their construction site was near his office, the author Robert Fulghum was glad to help.


On the way, Fulghum asked, “Besides working hard and playing hard, what’s happening in your lives?”


The students exchanged glances. Then one said, “We’re eating a chair.”


What?


It seemed their college philosophy teacher had given them an extra-credit assignment: Do something unique and memorable—not dangerous or foolish, but something creative, inventive, and instructive. Write it up, and explain what was learned and how it might apply to their philosophy of life.


So, they were eating a chair.


They had bought a plain wooden kitchen chair at an unfinished furniture store. Using a wood rasp, they’d been shaving away at the chair, mixing the dust into their granola for breakfast and sprinkling it on their salads at dinner. At that point, they’d consumed most of a leg, two rungs, and a back piece.


While they didn’t want to overdo it, they’d begun to pick up the pace. Even so, they realized they might not finish the project before the summer’s end, so they were thinking about enlisting friends who—it seemed—were enthusiastically willing to help eat a chair.


And, yes, they had consulted a physician to make sure the wood dust was not harmful. And, no, it didn’t taste bad—especially if they mixed in a little cinnamon at breakfast and a little lemon pepper at dinner. And, yes, they’d learned a few things along the way.


“Like what?” Fulghum asked.


Like how amazing long-term goals can be achieved in incremental stages. Like how something seemingly idiotic affects your thinking about other things you do. For example, the college guys ran about fifteen miles a week to stay in shape. They typically ran round and round a lake. But they began to wonder where fifteen miles a week would take them if they ran in a straight line.


So they got a road map and began marking off the mileage. They could make it from Seattle to Portland, Oregon, in a couple of weeks. But that seemed boring, so they found a European map and started in Vienna headed for Athens. Using guidebooks, they figured out what there was to see and do along the way. They were touring the world in their minds.


And, of course, they were very pleased with themselves. They were sure they would astound their professor with their report: “We ate a chair.”

 
“It will blow the dude away,” one of them said.


For all the goofiness of the project, Fulghum is sure these students were learning patience and perseverance.


He writes: “Some things cannot be had except on a little-at-a-time, keep-the-long goal-in-mind, stay-focused basis.


“Love and friendship are like that. Marriage and parenthood, too. And peace and justice and social change. As wonderfully silly as it seems, eating a chair may lead my young college friends to wisdom and nobler aspirations.


“In their foolishness lies the seed of What-Might-Be, little by little.”


In today’s scripture reading, Joshua seems to be calling his fellow Israelites to a commitment of faith that has something of this same quality. A commitment that contains the seed of What-Might-Be. A commitment that’s built on a little-at-a-time, keep-the-long-goal-in-mind, stay-focused basis.

Today’s reading comes at the end of Joshua’s life. He has summoned the people of Israel to Shechem to renew their covenant with God. To provide them with a perspective, Joshua recalls the history of this covenantal relationship.

He begins by remembering “long ago” when the people’s ancestors lived beyond the Euphrates River and served other gods. But Yahweh called the people to a new life in a new land.


The people who once were servants in Egypt now are free to serve Yahweh. But Joshua realizes that such a choice doesn’t come easily. Other choices vie for the people’s loyalty. And so he reminds them that serving Yahweh requires a deep sense of commitment—a commitment that responds to the one Yahweh has made to them, a commitment that enables them to choose God’s way over the other ways they encounter, a commitment that requires a lifetime of renewal.


Joshua challenges the people to choose whom they’ll serve—Yahweh or the gods their ancestors once served or the gods of the land in which they now live. While he commits himself to serving Yahweh, Joshua recognizes that each person must decide whether to respond to God’s faithfulness with commitment. He also recognizes that God gives people chance after chance to decide whom they’ll serve, to choose to whom or to what they’ll commit.


Centuries later, it seems we face that same decision. We still have to choose to whom or to what we’ll commit.

The psychologist Suzanne Kobasa describes commitment as “being involved with, rather than alienated from, the many aspects of life.”


“When commitment is present,” she adds, “we possess a sense of purpose that tells us why we are doing what we are doing. We are guided by a vision that provides passion and meaning to our lives. This meaning or commitment is not confined to a single area but is manifest in our personal relationships, in our work, in our charitable activities, in causes we adopt, and in our religious practices.”

Joshua challenged the people of Israel to choose whether to commit to Yahweh or to other gods. Although those “other gods” may be different today, it seems that the challenge remains the same. We still must decide to which vision or sense of purpose to commit our lives.


Let me offer a few examples of the “visions” that seem to compete for our commitment today.

One involves a vision of abundance versus a vision of scarcity.


The Old Testament scholar and theologian Walter Brueggemann sees the decision between these two visions as critical for us today. He contends that our feeling that we never have enough leads to an insatiable and destructive desire to have more and more.


“Whether we are liberal or conservative Christians,” he asserts, “we must confess that the central problem of our lives is that we are torn apart by the conflict between our attraction to the good news of God's abundance and the power of our belief in scarcity—

a belief that makes us greedy, mean, and unneighborly. We spend our lives trying to sort out that ambiguity.


“The conflict between the narratives of abundance and of scarcity is the defining problem confronting us. . . . The gospel story of abundance asserts that we originated in the magnificent, inexplicable love of a God who loved the world into generous being. . . . And the story of abundance says that our lives will end in God, and that this well-being cannot be taken from us. . . . What we know about our beginnings and our endings, then, creates a different kind of present tense for us. We can live according to an ethic whereby we are not driven, controlled, anxious, frantic, or greedy, precisely because we are sufficiently at home and at peace to care about others as we have been cared for.”

Brueggemann argues that the great question now facing the church is whether our faith will allows us to live in a new way. He sees today’s scripture reading as putting the choice before us.


He explains: “Joshua begins by reciting the story of God’s generosity, and he concludes by saying, ‘I don't know about you, but I and my house will choose the Lord.’ This is not a church-growth text. Joshua warns the people that this choice will bring them a bunch of trouble. If they want to be in on the story of abundance, they must put away their foreign gods—I would identify them as the gods of scarcity.”


Another decision that faces us seems closely connected to the choice between scarcity and abundance. It seems to me we have to choose whether to commit to a faith that simply benefits ourselves or one that serves others.


In the preface to Henri Nouwen’s book on working for peace, the author and peace activist John Dear describes Nouwen as a man whose “belovedness” preceded a response of social justice and service.

Dear writes: “What intrigues me most about Henri is that he struggled on a personal level to live [his] writings, to make the connection between his grand spiritual vision and daily, gritty reality, to put the Gospel into practice in his own life and so in the world. This struggle was painful for Henri, as it is for everyone. It meant taking risks, moving on, and seeking God’s place for him in the world.”


Dear recalls that Nouwen, a Dutch priest and psychologist, became a popular author and speaker, as well as a favorite university professor. But at the height of his career. Nouwen walked away from the academic world and moved to Toronto. There he joined the L’Arche Daybreak community to serve people who were severely disabled.

In reflecting on Nouwen’s decision, Dear comments: “While many others may promote a private, comfortable bourgeois spirituality that enjoys a privileged place as God’s personal ‘beloved,’ Henri knew that all people on earth are God’s beloved and that to be faithful means standing in solidarity with the world’s suffering poor, the hungry, the marginalized, and the enemy, that we love not only our neighbor as ourselves, but that we love even our enemies, from the people of Vietnam and Nicaragua to Iraq and Afghanistan.”


There’s yet another decision I believe we face. It’s one that those of us who want to be open and inclusive may find especially difficult. It involves how deeply we’re willing to commit to our faith.

For some, committing to a deep level of faith feels exclusive. Doing so feels as though it somehow requires invalidating the faith commitments of others.   


Some years ago when the church historian Martin Marty was speaking on religious pluralism at the University of New Mexico, a pastor approached him. She asked, “What advice do you have for a United Church of Christ pastor serving a church that isn’t sure it wants to be a Christian church in the New Age capital of Santa Fe?”


Marty paused and then asked, “The United Church of Christ?”


The pastor nodded.


Marty responded, “You have the blood of the Puritans in you! Claim your inheritance.”


Then he added: “If you go deep enough into any faith tradition, you find the common ground with all other traditions. That’s why a Baptist preacher like Martin Luther King could learn from Gandhi the Hindu, or why a Capuchin like Thomas Merton was in conversation with Buddhist monks.

“I think that’s what all of us are seeking. We want that common ground. But we have to go deep into our own tradition to find it. You need to tell your people that.”

“Choose this day whom you will serve.” Those words from Joshua remind us that God continues to invite us to commit to a vision that will give passion and meaning to our lives. In that invitation may we see the “the seed of What-Might-Be” and open ourselves to making choices that will change our lives. Amen.
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