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        Pentecost 18
Standing tall:

facing terrorism and war
In the beginning…
Who can erase the images of 9/11?
They seem to be seared onto our memory.

The Pentagon cracking…

flight 93 crashing…

the twin towers collapsing.
Who can erase the images…

and who can escape the after-effects?
At the airport, we’re scanned…our luggage is searched.

Around our homes, we’re wary of white powder…

suspicious of bags left unattended.

And in our hearts, we’re less trusting and more fearful.

When I was 12, I never conceived that 
a bag could be a bomb…

an airplane could be a missile…




a letter could be laced with anthrax.
But those dangers stalk my 12 year old daughter today.

The United States Department of Defense defines terrorism as 

“the calculated use of violence to inculcate fear”.

The Office of Homeland Security tries to protect us from the violence,


but it cannot protect us from the fear.

Our country has too many targets…


Al-Qaeda has too many creative minds.

This fear of terrorism, then, has prompted many to 
stay away from public gatherings,


stay closer to home,




even stay awake at night.

But who really wants to live like that?

Homer Hickam,


the author of Rocket Boys and subject of the film October Sky,


has written a piece called We are not afraid.
He concludes that
“life is filled with risks, but the biggest risk…is to live your life tied down by fear.  Life is too precious to lose a second of it by being afraid.”

I suspect we all would agree.

But the question is “how?” –


how can we overcome our fears…especially this fear of terrorism?
God provides an answer.
What he once told Josh is what we can learn today.

If Josh’s heart was pounding…


if his knees were knocking,



who could blame him?

After all, he had just been recruited


to follow a very hard act…complete a very hard task.

We are told:

The Lord said to Joshua...: “Moses my servant is dead.  Now then, you and all these people, get ready to cross the Jordan River into the land I am about to give them. [Joshua 1:1-2]

How would you feel if you had been tapped for that job…

if you had been enlisted to lead a fickle mob 
through uncharted territory into the so-called “Promised Land”?

You would have to face all kinds of attacks,


but you don’t know where or when.
You would have an army (of sorts),


but you don’t know how they will fare –



they’ve never been tested.

No wonder – in a very short conversation –


God told Josh not to be afraid four times.
But God not only tells Josh what to do


-- Be strong and courageous [Joshua 1:6,7,9] --



he also tells him how to do it…how to overcome his fear.
“The secret,” he tells Josh – and us – “is to confront the unknown with the known.”
“No, you don’t know the terrorists;


you don’t know who they are, where or when they will strike.”

“But you know me,” says God,


‘you know who I am; you know what I’ve said; you have my word.”

You have my word
You have my word.

What is this word that God gave to Josh…and us?
this word that God gave to calm our fears?

1)  I am with you 

The first word is this:
I will be with you; I will never leave you or forsake you. … The Lord your God will be with you wherever you go. [Joshua 1:5,9]
God promises to be with his people
– wherever they may be…whenever they encounter life’s terrors.
How can grasping this word of God loosen fear’s grip on your life and mine?

A past custom of Native Americans may help.

Fathers had to train their sons to survive in very hostile environments.

A boy’s final exam came at age 13.

That’s when the tribe’s elders led the boy – naked and blindfolded – 
several miles into the wilderness.

When night fell, they removed the blindfold


and left this “brave-to-be” alone…without any food…without any protection.

You know how normal sounds are amplified in the quiet of the night.

The rustling of leaves suggests a snake sneaking up to bite.
The cracking of branches conjures up images of a wolf coming to attack.

The rising sun finally ended the long night.

As the boy looked around, he first saw the path that led back to his tribe.

Then he saw his father -- only a few yards away -- armed with bow and arrow.

The fear of the unknown had terrorized the boy all night;

but such fear was needless.

Why? Because of the father’s presence all through the night.
Josh did not know 

where or when the tribes would attack on his way to the Promised Land.
But Josh could know a Father was always with him.
How?

The Father had told him:

As I was with Moses, so I will be with you.  I will never leave you nor forsake you. [Joshua 1:5]
Josh had seen God with Moses.

He had seen the symbols of God’s presence: a cloud by day, a fire by night.

That’s why he could know God would be with him –


God had been with him.

You and I do not know where or when the terrorists may attack us.
But we, too, can know God is with us today.

How can we know?

Because God was with us!

What did they call Jesus when he visited our planet?
Didn’t they say that he was “Immanuel”?

Doesn’t that mean “God with us”?

And didn’t God also give you and me a symbol of his presence?

Didn’t the Father give us a cross --


the cross on which he avenged our sin by abandoning his Son –



just so he could be reunited with us forever?

“I once gave you my Son”, says our Father in heaven,
“And now I give you my word: 

I will be with you.  I will never leave you nor forsake you. [Joshua 1:5]
That’s one word from God.

Here’s another:


“The battle is not yours, but mine.”

2) The battle is not yours, but mine
When Josh looked at the territory he was to conquer,

then surveyed the troops that were to conquer,



he could have started to shake in his sandals…

he could have concluded that he was no match for his mission.

But God reminded him that the battle was his own, not Josh’s.

This is what God said:  

Get ready to cross the Jordan River into the land I am about to give them…  I will give you every place where you set your foot, as I promised… You will lead these people to inherit the land I swore…to give to them. [Joshua 2:3,6]
Did you know that God likes to swear?

Yes, he often swears --
swears to give his people all that he has promised to them…
swears to get his people home.

From the mission history of the Moravian Church 


comes a story that encourages many a missionary,


and also emphasizes how God goes to battle for his people.

The Moravian Church believed 

that God had called them to witness to a tribe of cannibals in the tropics.

The first two missionaries, unfortunately, were eaten alive –


not by the mosquitoes…but by the tribe.

20 years passed before an American missionary couple returned to the area.
This husband-and-wife team feared for their lives,

but turned to God and his word for the strength to fulfill their mission.

One day, one of the tribesmen came to their home.

He asked to see the guards.

The missionaries replied, “We have no guards.”

The tribesman asked to search the house, but found no one.

Then he told the missionaries:

“When you came here, we determined to kill you…

just as we did the missionaries 20 years ago.”

Can you imagine the chill that remark sent up and down the spines of those missionaries?
The tribesman continued speaking:

“Whenever we approached your house at night,



we always found a row of guards, armed with shining weapons,




surrounding the house.”
The tribesman then said that they had abandoned their plan,

but wanted to know who these guards were.

The missionary opened his Bible and read these words:

The angel of the Lord encamps around those who fear him, and he delivers them. [Psalm 34:7]
“The battle is not yours, but mine; I will get you to the Promised Land.”
That’s what God said to Joshua.
How could Josh be sure that God wasn’t joshing?

that God would fight his battles for him?
Simply because God had already done this.

God had already delivered his people from Egypt;

he had already led them through a raging sea and across a rough wilderness.

“The battle is not yours, but mine; 

in spite of the terrorists, I will get you safely home.”

That’s what God says to you and me today.

How can we be so sure?

Again, because God has already fought so many battles for us.

What was it that Jesus did when he visited our planet?

Didn’t he fight battles that you and I could never win?

Didn’t he overcome sin, defeat the devil and even destroy death…just for us?

“I once gave you my Son”, says our Father in heaven,

“And now I give you my word: 


even in your struggle with terrorists,

Do not be afraid! … for the battle is not yours, but God’s   [2 Chronicles 20:15] 
You have my word;


now learn it and live it.
That’s the third word from God.

3) Learn and live
Listen carefully to what God tells Josh.

Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you; … meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it.  Then you will be prosperous and successful. [Joshua 1:7-8]
This is a promise –

but a promise with a provision.

“Learn my word,” says God,


“live by it, and you will be successful….

successful in overcoming your fears”

Remember: we confront the unknown with the known;

we confront terror with truths…the truths we get from God.

How does this work?

How can learning – then living by – God’s word 

help us face – and face down – our fear?

Let me share with you a page from the story of my life.

15 years ago, I was arrested in Kenya for bribing a government official.
When I checked in at Nairobi’s airport 


I was told that it was illegal to take any Kenyan currency out of the country.

I then gave my last two shillings to a boy who helped me with my luggage.
As I walked to the gate,


a uniformed officer asked me for my passport,



and, when he had it, informed me that I was under arrest.

When I inquired about the charge,

he told me that I had bribed a government official.

When I asked when I committed that crime,


he reminded me of the boy to whom I had given two shillings.

He then whisked me into a small room with no windows and two chairs,

a room in which we would wait for transport to the prison.
My brow was sweating…my heart was pounding – I was afraid.
As we sat in stony silence, I had two concerns: 

how to get out of this mess;



then, if I did ever get out, how to get a seat on the flight home.

You see, at that time in Africa, there was “free seating” at many airports.

You crowded around the departure gate


and, when the door opened, you ran across the tarmac to the plane.

If you found a free seat, you sat down;

otherwise you got off the plane…and waited for the next flight.

During the stony silence, I began to wonder what God would have me do.

Two words came to mind:


first, a promise by Jesus 

who pledged a blessing if we know what is right and do it [John 13:17];



second, a principle by Peter





who also mentioned a blessing if we suffer for doing what is right.





[1 Peter 2:20] 
When the officer finally broke the silence, I was remarkably calm.
He reminded me of the seriousness of the crime,


informed me of his family and their needs,



then told me that, if I would help his family, he could help me.

A not so subtle request for money, right?
Although I had enough foreign currency to “buy” my freedom,


I recalled what Jesus said about doing what we know is right.

I also remember – from reading a book about Kenya –


that over 50% of the population claims to be Christian.

So I asked the man, “Do you go to church?”

When he nodded, I told him that I also went...


and that at church I had learned to always do what I know is right.

I then went on to say that 
I did not know it was bribery to tip the boy,

but I do know it would be bribery to give money to him as a government official.

I concluded by saying that I could not help him or his family.

The man became furious.

He jumped out of his chair and stomped back and forth in the room.

That’s when I recalled Peter’s principle: suffering for doing what is right!

I didn’t have to suffer, though.
The man threw my passport on the floor,


told me to pick it up and get out of the room.

My relief lasted about one second.

As soon as I got out of the room, my heart sank.

The number of people at the departure gate far outnumbered the seats on the airplane.

As I stood there, fully expecting to spend more time in Kenya,

I heard my name called on the PA system.

I was told to come to the desk beside the gate.

As I made my way through the crowd, 

I saw the officer standing beside the desk.

When I reached the desk, he asked to see my passport…again.

I thought I was going to be arrested…again.

Instead, the man returned my passport and told me to wait beside him.

When the door to the tarmac opened, he let me go to the plane first.

I wish that I could say that I have always been so strong, so successful…


that I have always lived by the words I learned from God.

Unfortunately, I – like Joshua and God’s people of old – have too often failed in life

because I have too often failed to obey God’s word for my life.

I can understand why Joshua and the people never received all the land God had promised –

they never revered all the laws God had proclaimed.

How is it with you, my friend?
Have you learned to live by the words God has given you?

You know, we – as Americans – have a terrible track record 

of confronting our fears with facts from God.
We simply don’t know the facts.

30 years ago, when Arthur Burns was Chairman of the Federal Reserve Board,


he attended a Bible study at the White House.

One week, this Jew surprised everyone when he prayed for the day


“when all Christians would come to know Jesus”.

This man could see the gap between what God tells us and what we take to heart.
That was 30 years ago; there hasn’t been any improvement.
Researcher George Barna recently reported:

“Over the past 20 years, we have seen the nation’s views become less aligned with God’s in the Bible.  Americans still…like to think of themselves as Bible-believing people, but the evidence suggests otherwise.”

Is it any wonder that we struggle with the fear of terrorism?

We don’t seem to have a clue 
what God will do – what we are to do – when terror strikes.
Perhaps this series will help.

Each Sunday, we can memorize a word from God.

During the week, we can meditate on more words from God with this simple study guide.
As you consider your participation…


as you contemplate whether or not you will memorize and meditate, 



hear again this word from your God:

Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you; … meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it.  Then you will be prosperous and successful. [Joshua 1:7-8]
At the end…
I am haunted by God’s last word to Joshua:

Have I not commanded you?  Be strong and courageous.  Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged. [Joshua 1:9]
How can anyone command us to not be afraid?

I know my parents tried.

Almost every night, they told me:


“Don’t be silly, Gary.  Don’t be afraid of the dark.”

I must have been silly, because I was afraid of the dark for a long time.

My parents couldn’t simply order me to get over my fear.

It didn’t work.

Why, then, does God command his people to “fear not”?

Does he know something we don’t know?

Could it be that, if we take his word to heart, his word does something to our heart?

Could it be that God’s “Fear not” makes us not fear?

Come to think of it, 

this is the command of a God whose command 

once created a universe,

often calmed a storm, 

and  -- on occasion – called the dead back to life.

Could it be that, if we take his word to heart, this word does something to our heart?

Why don’t you and I give it a try?

“Fear not!” says God.

Let’s put that word into our heart;

let’s also put our heart into that word…


and see what happens.
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