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Sermon for May 30, 2021—“God’s Side” 
9th Sunday in OT—Texts: Joshua 5:13-15; Deuteronomy 10:12-22; Ephesians 2:11-22 

It’s Memorial Day weekend. A time to remember those who have only served in the armed 

forces, especially those who’ve died in service to our country. I’m fairly certain that there 

are probably more than a few worshipping with us this morning that have served in the 

military. I’m likewise sure that a number of people in our extended church family, members 

and friends, are currently serving in the military. I’m less sure, however, whether anyone 

has had a loved one die while serving? Though even one is one too many, we thank them 

for their service and their sacrifice. 

Most of many wars that the United States has fought were in distant lands, as are the ones 

we are still fighting. These wars come home to us, often is terrible ways, as we think of the 

service given by the members of our armed forces—by those among us and those close to 

us. Though war may seem remote, especially in today’s world—where we aren’t asked to 

buy war bonds, ration gas, or plant victory gardens—when we reflect on it, we can see how 

military conflict seeps into society, into our communities, our families and our lives. How 

does this happen? Why do we become involved in wars?  

Sometimes there’s a sense of threat. Something to protect. To defend our homeland, our 

way of life, our cherished values. Sometimes war is seen as a way to protect others. But 

really, none of us wants war. No one wants to see people engaged in armed conflict with 

other people. Stanley Baldwin, former British Prime Minister and politician between World 

Wars One and Two, said, “War would end if the dead could return.” No one wants war. 

No one wants to know what it feels like when their family members/friends lives are at 

risk. 

War comes at an astronomical cost. It tends to come down to two things: blood and treasure. 

In blood—that is—in the lives of human beings made in God’s image. Since the 

Revolutionary War until now, some 1,185,596 soldiers have died. Even beyond that is the 

damage to the lives of those who return from war. Those scarred physically and 

psychologically, emotionally and spiritually. Those who return scarred—with missing 

limbs, traumatic brain injuries. Those who return home with PTSD or other conditions that 

have changed them forever. These we must never forget. 

I read earlier this week that approximately 18 US military veterans commit suicide every 

day. Every. Single. Day. This is actually down from the previous years; but still—this is 

beyond heart-breaking. In 2020—according to HUD, there were 37,252 homeless veterans 

in the US. That’s eight percent of the country’s homeless population. And these are just 

some of the tragic, incalculable losses that occur because of war. 

Then there is the treasure—money. Wars are expensive. How expensive you ask? Well, a 

recent study revealed that since 2001, the US has spent $6.4 trillion on wars solely in the 

Middle East and Asia. Think about that, that’s $6.4 trillion in 20 years, not counting the 

$350 billion we spent in World War Two, which would be $4.1 trillion in today’s dollars.  

Far, far too much blood and treasure. 
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How might the life of even one of those lost have changed the world. What better things 

might all that money been better spent on? What might our society—our world—look like? 

President Dwight D. Eisenhower pointed out,  

“Every gun that is made, every warship launched, every rocket fired, signifies in the 

final sense, a theft from those who hunger and are not fed, those who are cold and are 

not clothed.”  

The money used for war could have been used for schools, health care, clean energy, 

infrastructure, the arts—and so forth. Likewise, the resources used to create weapons, 

technology and equipment for war, could have been redirected to new treatments and cures 

for diseases, clean, renewable energy and other constructive purposes. All of the resources 

used for war could even now be used in ways that enrich life, rather than diminish it or end 

it. So why do we have war? Why is it part of human culture and history, present and past?  

My sense is that it’s because—at least in part—human societies live by myths. In the case 

of war, humankind seems to have chosen to accept the myth of redemptive violence. It’s 

the belief that violence saves; that war brings peace; that might makes right. It is the basis 

for many ancient stories in ancient cultures and is still prevalent because of its seeming 

inevitability—that violence simply appears to be deeply ingrained in human nature.  

This is different than the idea of “just war,” but there’s something of a fine line here—and 

many groups throughout history have chosen to organize themselves around the myth that 

violence can be used in service to what is good and true. They’ve decided that it’s okay to 

use violence to achieve noble ends and that the highest aims are worth the cost. It began in 

pre-biblical times and continues even today. 

We see this in the horrific actions of those who believe that violence is the best way—if 

not the only way—to achieve their ends and that these ends justify the means. In their 

minds, they believe that what they are doing, all the pain and destruction, even the death 

that’s caused, is justified because of the perceived worthiness of the aims they are pursing. 

To us, the justification is unimaginable. But it exists, nonetheless. 

The question for me is: Can it be changed? Can we evolve new myths not grounded in 

violence? How? Is it even possible? God only know, so here we turn to our readings, as we 

consider them in the meaning of Easter and the possibilities of Pentecost.  

Easter is a season of hope and renewal, new life and transformation. Pentecost is a time of 

empowerment, opportunity—a time rife with possibility. Together they serve as the basis 

for our belief that with God all things are possible. And as we celebrate them year after 

year, they stand as reminders that through Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit, God has 

changed the story, creating a new myth for people to live by. In his universal, unconditional 

love, God reminded the world—and all generations since—that no one is beyond the scope 

of forgiveness and reconciliation. That there are no insiders and outsiders. No good guys 

and bad guys. No more dualism and separation. Everyone beloved. Everyone created in the 

image of God. No exceptions. No exclusions.  
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The disciples—now apostles, empowered by that same Spirit—went out to spread that 

good news and help bring that new reality to fruition. We see this new myth—that new 

world view—in our reading from Ephesians today. In that context people were divided into 

two basic groups, Jews and Gentiles. Separate—but not equal. But in this new community, 

formed around Paul’s teachings of Jesus, Jews and Gentiles were equally welcome. All 

were invited. There was to be no division between these two long-separate groups. They 

came together in this new reality formed around this “new myth.”  

Paul wrote,  

“He [Christ] has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall that 

is the hostility between us. He [Christ] has abolished the law with its commandments 

and ordinances that he might create in himself one new humanity in place of the two, 

thus making peace.”  

It’s interesting that Paul mentions the law and commandments here and I want to pause a 

moment to say two things about that. First, that while both were originally intended to help 

people live with peace and justice in relationship with God and neighbor (which our second 

reading addresses very well), something went wrong. Over time, the leaders and people of 

Israel paid more attention to the letter of the law and less on the spirit of the law. Second, 

they were used to create a hierarchy and a division between those who lived by the law—

the Jews—and those who did not—the Gentiles. So they became a construct, a wall of 

separation and division. 

It went back well over a millennium and it presents itself in our first reading. In his vision 

before the battle of Jericho, Joshua—believing God to be on firmly on his side, the side of 

the Israelites—sees a man with a drawn sword. “Whose side are you on?” asks Joshua. 

“God’s side,” says the man, a commander of the Lord’s army. A sobering lesson—and no 

doubt a warning—to those who believe without reservation that God is on their side. A 

God who rules with love and peace, justice and mercy. A God who tears down walls, 

bringing new life and new reality. 

Fast forwarding back to the Ephesians, we’re seeing something new. In many ways, a 

fulfillment of the hopes and dreams of Easter and a concrete expression of the possibilities 

of Pentecost. We are called to that same task—the task of forming what Martin Luther 

King Jr. called the “beloved community.” According to the King Center, for Dr. King and 

others, it was  

“…a realistic, achievable goal that could be attained by…people committed to it, in 

which all people can share in the wealth of the earth. In the beloved community, 

poverty, hunger and homelessness will not be tolerated, along with racism and all forms 

of discrimination, bigotry and prejudice, because international standards of human 

decency will not allow it.” 

First and foremost a Christian and a pastor, Dr. King believed that love and trust will 

triumph over fear and hatred, that peace with justice will prevail over war and military 

conflict. Dr. King had a dream. What about us? Can we dream of an end to war? 
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Not to diminish one iota, those who fought and died or the cause in which they believed 

and for which they fought and died, but do we believe that a new way is even possible? A 

day when our young people will no longer have to go and fight in some faraway place and 

possibly die? If we believe in Christ—as we claim to—how can we not? To quote John 

Lennon, “You may say, I’m a dreamer, but I’m not the only one.” More importantly, and 

here brothers and sisters, is the thing: How can we not do everything in our power to help 

make that new reality possible?  

Christ has shown us the way. A way to replace the false myth of redemptive violence with 

a new myth of peace. A way to replace the false myth of retributive justice with restorative 

justice. We have a choice. We can choose to live a different way. A better way. We can 

give thanks for those who have served in the military, especially those who have died in 

war. We can honor their sacrifice for the cause of good. We can celebrate their love of 

country. And we should. But that doesn’t mean we can’t work for change. 

It won’t happen overnight. It may not happen in our lifetime and it cannot be done without 

God’s help. Not much can. Things like peace and love and justice must be taught, cultivated 

and celebrated. They must never be pursued by violent means. As Dr. King once said, 

“Those who love peace must learn to organize as effectively as those who love war.”  

Our faith reminds us of what is possible, a vision of a new world given by God through the 

prophet Isaiah who wrote,   

“In days to come, the mountain of the Lord’s house shall be established. All the nations 

shall stream to it. Many peoples shall come and say, ‘Come, let us go up to the mountain 

of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob, that he may teach us his ways and that 

we may walk in his paths.’  

“He shall judge between the nations and shall arbitrate for many peoples. They shall 

beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation shall not 

lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore.” 

It’s time we were on God’s side. 

Thanks be to God. 

Amen and amen. 

 


