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 I have to start with a question.  When we were reading the gospel story just a 

moment ago, did you find yourself identifying with the Pharisees, or with Jesus, or with 

the common people?  Where did you feel that you fit into the story? 

[show of hands] 

 Today's reading from Matthew is probably a comfortable reading for many of us.  

Jesus is blasting away at the Pharisees as he often does about their hypocritical 

leadership.  Even the reframing at the end of the passage that says that the ones who wish 

to be considered great should become servants - clearly the opposite to how the Pharisees 

at the time were acting - brings comfort.  Because - obviously - Jesus is not talking about 

us.  In our quick survey, none of us identified with the Pharisees.  So the story is 

comforting because we believe the sharpness of the story does not apply to us. 

 But perhaps that’s a bit hasty.  Clearly, Jesus is also critical of the people - the 

masses - who apparently freely give their devotion to these Pharisees.  The Pharisees are 

criticized for revelling in the adoration of the people, but that can only happen if the 

people are inappropriately adoring the Pharisees in the first place.  So a closer reading of 

the text suggests that Jesus is condemning both the Pharisees and the people who follow 

along like sheep, unwilling to think for themselves, unwilling to realize that they have not 

only the power, but in fact the responsibility to think for themselves.  Or to be even more 

radical - to realize that the people themselves must be part of the creation of communal 

truth, if the truth is to be found at all. 

 And Jesus summarizes the whole situation by saying that the greatest people are 
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in fact the servants of the people.  Not the powerful or the people who seek the favours of 

the powerful.  The greatest are servants. 

 I had a fantastic sermon designed around the topic of servanthood, by instead of 

delivering that sermon, I'm going to demonstrate servanthood myself by preaching on a 

topic I would rather ignore.  Because the news this week has been just a bit too full of 

stories of hypocritical leaders and people who follow like sheep.  And a minister's job 

includes - among other things - naming important issues that nobody wants to talk about.  

Even if I don't want to talk about them either! 

 As you know, the way that we tell stories has a strong effect on how we 

understand our own history.   And the way that we frame our understanding of history can 

make a big difference.  That is certainly true of our recent media coverage of important 

events.  It’s equally true about our biblical stories. 

 Take for example our Old Testament reading today from the book of Joshua - 

taken from our lectionary.  I must confess that I find it a bit difficult to relate to this story.  

On the one hand, God is responding to the cries of the Hebrew people who left Egypt, 

and in the story, God intends to re-settle those people in a better place - a land of milk and 

honey.  On the other hand, the “better place” that God has in mind is already populated 

with people.  So the text in Joshua describes a God who favours one group of people and 

helps them to slaughter other people.  Catholic theologian Jim Douglass asks, “Does God 

free one people by enabling them to conquer another?  Is the whole story of the exodus 

and resettlement of the Hebrew people a mythic celebration of an unending cycle in 

which every oppressed people is eventually blessed by God with a promised land at the 

expense of new victims?”  Good questions.  And - is that really what justice looks like?  

What sense would it make for God to ease the pain of victims and in the process create a 

new group of victims? 

 From the Israelite perspective - the story of the exodus from Egypt into Canaan 

reads like a story of liberation and salvation.  But imagine the same story from a 

Canaanite perspective?  It becomes a story of genocide, murder, and theft.  The Canaanite 

version of the story is quite disturbing.  It would resemble the story that Aboriginal 
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Canadians would write about the conquest of Canada by Europeans.  And that is a story 

for which we are apologetic.  We should feel disturbed by this story. 

 Of course, we should not be too critical of the text itself.  It was written long ago 

when all societies were extremely tribal.  The text pre-supposes a tribal understanding of 

humanity, including the understanding that some people are part of the “good group” and 

some are part of the “bad group”.  And of course, by definition we are the good ones and 

our enemies are the bad ones.  From the point of view of the author of Joshua, the 

Israelites were the “good” people, and the others were ..... not the good people ... or 

perhaps not really considered as people at all. 

 The reason we find it hard to read this text today is that the displaced people in 

the story - the Canaanites, Hittites, Hivites, Perizzites, Girgashites, Amorites, and 

Jebusites - are all children of God too.  By today’s standards, in this story the Israelites 

are in fact terrorists, who use their religion to justify committing murder, genocide, and 

theft.  This is truly a disturbing image. 

 As in all historical stories, the Exodus story makes it clear who the author 

considers the good people and the bad people to be, even though - if we think about it - 

we know that all people are children of God.  That effect still exists in our media today. 

 I’m sure we all remember the bombing and shooting that happened in Norway in 

July of 2011, killing 78 people.  That was a certainly a tragedy.  But I was fascinated by 

how our media decided to cover the event.  Within hours of the bombing and shooting, 

the media voiced their suspicion that the tragedy was the work of Muslim terrorists.  Very 

quickly, however it became known that the entire tragedy was enacted by a single person, 

Anders Behring Breivik.  And Breivik hated Muslims.  In fact, his violent action that day 

was his reaction to Norway’s support for Muslims.  I was intrigued that once the media 

knew that the attacker was a pro-Israel Christian, all of a sudden he was no longer called 

a “terrorist”.  He was now called a “madman”, or a “right-wing extremist”.  But he was 

not called a terrorist even though his actions were clearly acts of terrorism.  Our media - 

it seems - only applies the label “terrorist” to Muslims. 

 Which is odd.  A report by the FBI of terrorist activities within the United States 
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between 1980 and 2005 reveals that of the terrorist acts during that time, only 6% were 

caused by Muslims.  The largest number of terrorist attacks were by Latinos.  In fact, 

there were more terrorist attacks carried out on US soil during that time period by Jewish 

extremists than there were by Islamic extremists.  And yet our media is constantly 

pushing a direct link between terrorism and Islam, and pushing hatred of Muslims. 

 And with the shooting in Ottawa on October 22, our media has once again been 

trying to promote in our minds a connection - with no evidence - between Muslims and 

terrorism.  Perhaps Michael Zehaf-Bibeau was a Muslim, but good Muslims generally do 

not steal, spend time in jail, do drugs, and get barred from Mosques.  We may as well 

blame all 32 year old males for what was a true tragedy that day.  On top of that, our 

leaders are claiming that the shooting was an act of terrorism in order to promote their 

own agendas.  Our leaders are once again preaching fear. 

 The shooting was not an act of terrorism.  It was a tragedy.  It was a tragedy with 

many factors, including factors we don’t want to discuss in Canada.  For example, our 

treatment of people with mental health issues, and the deployment of our own military 

forces in foreign countries. 

[how did you feel hearing about the Ottawa Shooting?] 

 I encourage each of us to share our feelings about the shooting event openly.  To 

share our concerns, our fears, or whatever is in our hearts.  I also encourage us to do a bit 

of thinking for ourselves too.  Jesus criticized the Pharisees for their leadership, but he 

also criticized the people for following without thinking for themselves.  This is a good 

time to think for ourselves.  Because as we share our truth with each other, truth will 

become present.  And that truth shall set us free. 

 Amen.
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