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Text: Deuteronomy 30:15-20 

Our scripture for today comes from Deuteronomy, the last of the five books of Moses. 

This passage comes near the end of the book, near the end of Moses’ life, when the great prophet 

of Israel is speaking for the last time to the people he has led out of slavery, through the 

wilderness, to the edge of the promised land.  

15 See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, death and adversity. 
16 If you obey the commandments of YHWH your God that I am commanding you 

today, by loving YHWH your God, walking in God’s ways, and observing God’s 

commandments, decrees, and ordinances, then you shall live and become 

numerous, and YHWH your God will bless you in the land that you are entering to 

possess. 17 But if your heart turns away and you do not hear, but are led astray to 

bow down to other gods and serve them, 18 I declare to you today that you shall 

perish; you shall not live long in the land that you are crossing the Jordan to enter 

and possess. 19 I call heaven and earth to witness against you today that I have set 

before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and your 

descendants may live, 20 loving YHWH your God, obeying and holding fast to the 

Holy One; for that means life to you and length of days, so that you may live in 

the land that YHWH swore to give to your ancestors, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to 

Jacob. 

1   

In a Bible study, after we read this passage, one participant spoke right away: “Sounds 

authoritarian.” The passage didn’t go down well.  

Others agreed: “I believe in choice,” said one. “I believe in God’s blessings,” said 

another, “but I don’t believe in a God who curses.”  

Yet another said, “This is why I have a hard time with the God of the Old Testament. 

That God is harsh and punishing; I believe in the New Testament God of love.”  

Truth to tell, I also have a hard time with this passage, knowing what will soon follow: 

the Israelites enter into the Promised Land, and slaughter or displace the native population. In 

seminary, it was a most uncomfortable blessing for us that a fellow student was a member of the 

Osage people: one of the multitudinous tribes and nations who, in these territories, were 

uprooted, slaughtered, and displaced by the Europeans who came equipped with guns and 

disease.  

What kind of God would bless the expropriation of a people’s homeland? Not a God 

worthy of the name of mercy, or the name of justice.  
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So it is tempting to read this passage as a historical curiosity, then set it aside. Tempting 

to think that it has little relevance for you and me.  
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When we hear verses of dire warning, it is tempting to get a certain idea of who God is.  

… if your heart turns away and you do not hear, but are led astray to bow 

down to other gods and serve them, I declare to you today that you shall perish; 

you shall not live long in the land that you are crossing the Jordan to enter and 

possess. (30:17-18) 

When you read or hear those verses, what ideas, what notions of God form in your heart and 

mind? God, domineering. God, intimidating. God, even coercive. Perhaps just such a God was in 

the thoughts of Jonathan Edwards when he preached, in his most famous sermon:  

… it is not because God is unmindful of their wickedness, and dooesn't 

resent it, that he doesn't let loose his hand and cut [evildoers] off. God is not 

altogether such a one as themselves, though they may imagine him to be so. The 

wrath of God burns against them, their damnation doesn’t slumber, the pit is 

prepared, the fire is made ready, the furnace is now hot, ready to receive them, the 

flames do now rage and glow. The glittering sword is whet, and held over them, 

and the pit hath opened her mouth under them. 

What a deity is this? God, harshly judgmental. God, stern patriarch. God, violent.  

But do you perceive what we have done to God? Made the Holy One into a caricature, a 

cartoon. God the fierce judge, almost always male. God who presents only fixed choices: if there 

isn’t an option that appeals to me I’ll just try another God, thank you very much.  

This, sisters and brothers, is toxic theology.  

This conviction we have of a God who plays favorites and doles out punishment is toxic 

theology. Such toxic theology helps to raise up human rulers who enforce their will to power by 

any means necessary. Such toxic theology created internment camps and the evil notion that race 

can be used to sort out human beings, and some races are better than others. Such toxic theology 

created the notion that God made male first, and female as an appropriate companion, and those 

are the only possible genders and the only natural relationship. Such toxic theology led to the 

property laws that say this land is my land but this land is decidedly not your land, and God’s 

own self can’t make me share it.  

That’s toxic theology – and it all begins with the wrong idea of who God is.  
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So perhaps it’s a mistake to simply read this passage without first taking time to 

remember just who this God is.  

First we remember that there is only one God. Not one in the Old Testament and one in 

the New, not one for the ancients and one for the moderns, not one for the Jews, one for the 

Muslims, one for the Buddhists, and Christ for the Christians, and so on. Just one God. One God 
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whom we point to with many names: YHWH, Elohim, Adonai, Allah; Creator; HaShem; Jehovah, 

Shàngdì, Cheon-ju, All Glorious. One God, a mystery beyond the names we use.  

We remember that God has the capacity to be furiously angry when we use our capacity 

to act in ways that harm other people or other creatures. We remember that the same God is 

ecstatically happy when even one person who has wandered away comes back into relationship 

with the Holy One.  

We remember that there’s more than one creation story, and “Adam” never meant a man 

but instead a creature formed from the earth, at first without a recognizable sex. We remember 

that the Bible shows many forms of loving intimacy that reveal the heart of God.  

It takes memory and imagination to bring God to mind. Here’s a simple exercise I learned 

from the Franciscan priest Richard Rohr: think of the most compassionate person you know. God 

is infinitely more compassionate than that.  

Think of the most powerful person you know. God is infinitely more powerful.  

Think of the gentlest person you know. God is infinitely gentler.  

Think of the wisest person you know. God is infinitely wiser.  

Think of the person most outraged at injustice. God is infinitely more upset.  

Think of the most extraordinary healer. God is infinitely more able to heal, body and 

soul.  

That is the God who said,  

17 … if your heart turns away and you do not hear, but are led astray to 

bow down to other gods and serve them, 18 I declare to you today that you shall 

perish; you shall not live long in the land that you are crossing the Jordan to enter 

and possess. 19 I call heaven and earth to witness against you today that I have set 

before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and your 

descendants may live….  

What could it mean that the infinitely gentle God declares that we will perish, if we 

follow other Gods? Perhaps it means that like a parent watching a toddler head toward a busy 

road, God is sometimes more aware of trouble and danger than we are, and seeks to save us from 

the forces of idolatry that will destroy our souls.  

What could it mean, that the infinitely just God swears to give land to the people that is 

occupied by others? Perhaps it could mean that the land God has in mind is not measured by 

hectares and acres, that we have mistaken God’s meaning in this regard, and that the Holy One 

has from ancient times desired for us to occupy the land of the heart, but to treat the property on 

which we live and die as a temporary loan. A gift to be revered, not owned; a blessing for 

sharing.  

What could it mean, that an infinitely powerful God gives us the opportunity to choose 

between a way of life and a way of death? Perhaps it means that even with infinite power, God 

values our choosing and does not do it for us.  
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What could it mean, that on a snowy New England morning, about 2020 years after 

Jesus’ birth, we meet and ponder the ancient words that he undoubtedly knew by heart? Perhaps 

it means that we, who know too much about the ways of the world, and not nearly enough about 

the God who made all things, are presented with a precious opportunity to know and love God a 

little better.  

Perhaps it means that when talk of refugees and immigration comes up you and I choose 

to say, “I belong to God, who is quaking in rage that some human beings fail to shelter other 

human beings in need,” and also, “I recognize my God at work in every act of welcome and 

relief for those who are fleeing danger.  

What could it mean, to choose the way of life over the way of death? Perhaps it means 

practicing our own righteous anger when God’s creation, an extension and expression of God’s 

very self, is fouled, despoiled, ripped apart to fuel our unsustainable way of life. Perhaps it 

means  

Even to remember God’s furious anger, at the ways today that we humans are acting with 

sinful ungodliness and inhumanity toward our fellow creatures.  

Perhaps God would have us choose a righteous rage against such wrongness, and choose 

instead a righteous love that heals you from the inside out. Imagine making a holy choice right 

now, a deep soulful commitment, that you bound and determined to see each person crossing 

your path as sent by God for the express purpose of receiving your affection and appreciation. 

Now, for a lot of us this can be overwhelming, like lifting a great weight or running a long race, 

so start small: for this afternoon, or tomorrow morning, you will choose to interact with each 

person crossing your path as sent by God for the express purpose of receiving your affection and 

appreciation. That includes the driver who cuts you off and the neighbor you’ve never much 

liked. Remember how great a God has put us next to each other, and choose to show it. After that 

you can relax and be a grouch again for a little while.  

Perhaps with practice, you and I might learn to see our companions on this earth with the 

searing clarity and justice of Jesus of Nazareth. Perhaps with practice we could even perceive 

that the heavens and earth, for all their vastness, are merely a small visible manifestations of the 

magnificent mystery we call God.  

Perhaps this time, just like Moses’s time, is choosing time. And the great Mystery from 

which we come is calling from the heart: choose me!  

5   

And in case this is the first sermon you have heard, and it case it is the last, remember 

this: God still offers the choice, between fullness of life and thinness of life. Don’t fool yourself 

into thinking it does not matter! Choose life, that you may enlarge God’s shalom of wholeness 

and harmony, justice and joy.  


