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“What Our Stories Reveal” 

Text: Joshua 24:1-15 

 

A man was waiting for a flight that would take him from Indianapolis to Denver.  While waiting, 

he came upon an unusual machine that promised for one dollar to tell you your name, age, 

hometown and something about you.  The man was curious so he slid a bill into the machine.  

Lights flashed and sounds whistled and then a piece of paper came out of the slot.  It read, “Your 

name is Fred Jones.  You are 35 years old.  You are from Indianapolis and waiting for a plane to 

Denver. 

 

All this was correct and the man was flabbergasted.  He thought to himself, “I’ll bet it can’t do 

that again.”  So he put another dollar into the machine and once again lights flashed and bells 

whistled and then came a piece of paper.  “Your name is Fred Jones.  You are 35 years old.  You 

live in Indianapolis and you are still waiting for a flight to Denver.” 

 

The man messed up his hair, put on a pair of sunglasses, and changed his jacket.  The third 

response was still correct.  Glancing around the terminal, the man saw a novelty store.  He went 

into the store, purchased a pair of glasses with a big nose and huge eyebrows.  He bought a 

multi-colored wig, a long overcoat and a cane.  He then hobbled back to the machine, sliding 

another dollar into the slot.  Once again lights flashed, bells whistled and then came a slip of 

paper.  “Your name is Fred Jones.  You are 35 years old.  You live in Indianapolis and while you 

are goofing off, you missed your flight to Denver.” 

 

It is one of life’s most complicated questions.  Who am I?  If there was a machine that for one 

dollar could answer that difficult question, we might seek its answers regularly.  Who am I?  

Who am I as an individual?  Who are we as a church?  Who are we as a nation?  One of the 

challenges is that sometimes who we think we are may not match with how others see us.  Or 

there can also be times when we feel disoriented and uncertain of our personal identity. 

 

It is also true that every day is an opportunity to begin anew.  We can awaken to a new day with 

an attitude that we are going to be different.  Today I am going to be more patient.  Today I am 

going to be more kind.  Today I am going to be different from who I was yesterday.  Each new 

day is a chance to ask the question, “Who am I and who do I want to be?” 

 

Likewise I believe that every election is an opportunity for us as a society.  This puts our nation 

in an envious position.  There are countries where citizens have no say in the leadership or 

direction of their country.  That was not unique to this week’s election but is the design of our 

nation to reflect upon who we are and who we are becoming and decide whether to maintain that 

course or make a change.   



 

I believe that question of who we are is inherent in the story we heard this morning from the 

book of Joshua.  You may recall that while Moses led the people to the Promised Land, he was 

not able to enter it.  He delivered the people to the cusp of that land, but he didn’t get to see the 

fulfillment of that long journey.  This might be a lesson for all of us in deferred dreams.  

Sometimes we spend a lifetime working for important things and our work is crucial.  But we 

may not always see the results of those dreams in our own lifetime.  It was what Martin Luther 

King, Jr. referenced in his final speech when he said that he might not get to the promised land 

with the people, but he believed it would happen.  Moses did his work and led the people to the 

borders of that dream.  Now it was the task of others to fulfill that dream. 

 

Greg Ellison notes that his grandfather often said, “We sit under shade trees that we did not plant 

and drink from wells that we did not dig.”  From the standpoint of the dreamer, we plant those 

trees, dig those wells not necessarily because we will benefit, but because others will. 

 

So for the dreams of those who had been slaves in Egypt, those who fled into the desert with a 

mixture of hope and fear, those who struggled in the years that followed, there now stands a 

group awaiting the entry into the Promised Land.  The dream is not close at hand.  But it is likely 

that most of these folks are not the original ones who lived in Egypt.  They are the children and 

grandchildren of those who stepped out in faith.  And biblical scholars believe that it is likely 

that many of those in this encampment are nomads they met on the journey.  Being a nomad, 

with no particular place to call home was a difficult life.  And when this wandering group of 

folks came through and told of their dream of a new land, these folks caught that dream and 

joined the procession.  So, now standing on that border are these nomads and the children and 

grandchildren of the original group.  They share this dream and hope of a new land, but in many 

ways they are still not united as a people. 

 

So Joshua gathers all the people together and tells them the story of how they came to this 

moment.  The telling of the story is an important component of the Jewish faith, still to this day. 

A shared story has a way of bringing people together.  It gives them a shared identity.  Even if 

their story varies slightly, the telling of this story will bring them together.  This is how we got 

here.  This is who we are.  This is where we are going.   

 

Much of what you heard this morning is the remembrance of that story.  While Joshua tells it, the 

real narrator is God.  God says, I made the promise to your ancestors.  I heard their cries.  I 

rescued them from slavery.  I parted the Red Sea and led them and you to this moment.  I invited 

you to be a part of this journey.  In recounting this story, God is saying that they all belong here.  

Even those who may have been latecomers to this story, the nomads who joined along the way, it 

is an opportunity to incorporate them into this shared narrative.  For the sake of all present, God 

is making it clear that they are united together as one beloved family. 

 

But with that comes a choice on their part.  Joshua points out that this is a time to be united in 

their faith.  This is their time to decide who they will worship entering the Promised Land.  This 

is their chance to claim a shared identity of faith.  And while asking those gathered to make a 

decision, Joshua proudly makes this own statement.  In words that will echo through history he 

says, “As for me and my house, we will follow the Lord.”  This is my identity.  This is who I will 



be and how I will conduct myself.  But in so doing, Joshua is not only claiming God, he is 

claiming all of God’s children.  He is binding himself with all those around him saying, “I cannot 

exclude anyone from that circle of care.”  When we make that statement of faith that we are 

followers of God, we also create a bond with all God’s family.   

 

Peter Storey, the former head of the South African Council of Churches, once said that God’s 

beloved community is one in which all people are welcomed, respected and loved.  And when 

we decide to follow Jesus, Jesus responds by saying that is fine but only if he can bring his 

friends.  We might think that we are making a decision about who we will follow, but that 

decision also links us with all the members of that family.  Jesus welcomes us as his disciples, 

but he brings with him all his friends. 

 

In Wendell Berry’s short story “Pray Without Ceasing” the fictional character Andy Catlett tells 

the story of a memorable day in July 1912.  It was the day that his great grandfather Ben Feltner 

was shot and killed by his friend Thad Coulter over an imagined slight.  The deceased was a man 

of integrity and was well-respected throughout the town.  When news of the murder reaches the 

Feltner home, they are understandably shaken and furious.  Son Mat begins toward the door, gun 

in hand to seek revenge.  A family friend stops Ben, wraps his arms around him and just holds 

him. He continues to hold him while the anger melts away.  When he finally let him go, he 

reflects that it was like he had caught one man and was letting a different man go.  Mat 

understood that revenge was not the answer.   

 

This moment of peacemaking will reunite two families, first in their shared loss and sorrow, but 

later in the renewal of a friendship.  Still later these two families will be united in marriage.  The 

young man telling the story, we come to find out, is related to both the killer and the deceased.  

He concludes the story saying, “I am blood kin to both sides of that moment when Ben Feltner 

turned to face Thad Coulter in the road and Thad pulled the trigger.  The two families, sundered 

in the ruin of a friendship, were united again first in new friendship and then in marriage.  My 

grandfather made a peace here that has joined many who would otherwise have been divided.  I 

am the child of his forgiveness.” 

 

Joshua gathered the people together to tell their story.  This is who we are.  Some of us got here 

by fleeing Egypt.  Some of us joined along the way.  Some trace their lineage back to Abraham 

and others have different heritage.  But in the telling of the story, Joshua was trying to set the 

tone for how they will move forward into the future.  It was a conscious decision on their part.  

Will we be the people of God, choosing to recognize one another as members of that same holy 

family and treating one another with kindness or respect?  Or will we allow the differences and 

animosities of the past continue to guide us?   

 

For an event that occurred thousands of years ago, that story feels very familiar and important for 

our world today.  Our journeys are different and we have come to this time and place in different 

ways.  But the question before us is how we will move forward.  What will we do with this 

present moment?  Will we embrace our faith that says that we are all one family or will we 

choose to foster ongoing anger?  Will we embrace one another or will we exclude one another?  

Can we be peacemakers and bridgebuilders as we enter this new day.  The choice is before us.  

Let us choose this day who we will be. 



 

Regardless of how they chose that day, I think the scriptures are consistent in the choice God 

favors.  Throughout the scriptures God shows deep love for all people, particularly calling 

followers to remember those frequently overlooked…the poor, the widow, the orphan.  In the 

example of Jesus, we see consistent advances to those who were on the fringes and welcoming 

them with love.  I believe this is who God calls us to be, as individuals, as a community of faith, 

as a nation.  May God’s love surround us, God’s mercy fall upon us and God’s peace fill our 

hearts. 


