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“Giving Thanks . . .in Adversity” 
When Gay and I met about 6 weeks or so ago to talk about the music and theme 
of this month’s worship services, she told me that the men would be singing 
today the great spiritual “Joshua Fought the Battle of Jericho” since Joshua 
appears in today’s lectionary reading.  Wanting to be supportive of Gay and the 
men, I eagerly said, “Oh, well then I’ll preach on Joshua!” 
 
Boy, did I regret that statement this week as I wrestled with how to combine the 
topic of gratitude with the battle of Jericho because friends, while the spiritual is a 
great one – the book of Joshua isn’t.  Joshua has got to be bloodiest book in all 
the Bible.  I decided there’s a reason the lectionary creators only include chapter 
3 and then fast forward to chapter 24, because in between there is violence, 
murder, and conquest, and the only person that has any redeeming qualities is a 
prostitute named Rahab! 
 
How in the world am I supposed to find a word of gratitude in that? Because, let’s 
be honest, the violence in Joshua is God sanctioned violence, and the God we 
encounter in Joshua isn’t really a God I like; in fact, this God sort of terrifies me.  If 
anyone ever slams someone else’s holy book because it’s too violent, i.e. the 
Koran, you might want to point them to Joshua and suggest they eat some 
humble pie while reading it.  Because it’s gruesome. 
 
If we zoom in about 20 chapters prior to what Beth read today, we see Joshua 
and all of his priests getting ready for battle.  The Israelites had been delivered 
from 400 years of Egyptian bondage, and God was going to make them into a 
great nation.  But in order to be a great nation, you need real estate, and so they 
begin making their claim on the land of Canaan.  But making their claim to the 
land wasn’t any easier back then than it is now.  It was political, it was ugly, and 
someone is always a winner, and someone is always a loser.   
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And so the people take the Ark of the Covenant, which was a fancy box that 
contained the commandments of God, and they begin marching around Jericho.  
They march around the city the first day, and the second day, until they’ve done 
this for 6 days.  On the 7th day, they blast their horns, the children of Israel give 
out a loud cry, and the walls of Jericho come a tumblin’ down.   
 
They seize the city with injury, and bloodshed, and death.  And then they begin 
establishing what will eventually become the nation of Israel.  But that violence, 
friends, that violence is reprehensible because God approved it. 
 
Where is the word of thanksgiving in that? 
 
Well, the word of thanksgiving could be – and very well is, the fact that God made 
a nation for the Israelites.  There’s a word of thanksgiving that after years of 
slavery and bondage and wandering the wilderness the people finally had a place 
to call home.  And there’s a word of thanksgiving that God stuck with them 
throughout it all, and made it possible for these people who were very oppressed 
to rise to victory.  Many demoralized groups in this day and age have found a lot 
to be thankful for in this story.   
 
But that thankfulness comes at an expense, in this case, a bloody expense that 
cost people their lives.  We can’t ignore that, any more than we can ignore the 
bloodshed in wars waged in our modern era, no matter how justified they may 
be.  That’s why our prayers of gratitude should always stand side by side with our 
prayers for the world.  (That’s an important thing to remember.)   
 
So if we zoom out of this story, and look at the big picture, we see a hopeful story; 
we see an inspiring story, and one that is very relevant; because it’s a story about 
facing challenges, getting over setbacks and delays and disappoints in life and 
overcoming obstacles.  It’s a story about how faith in God makes an everyday 
difference.   It’s a story about how we conquer things in life not by our own 
strength alone, but by a spiritual strength that comes from God.   
 
In life, we all have had our Jericho moments.  Those moments when we’ve asked 
ourselves, am I going to give up or am I going to overcome?  That’s the choice.  
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Give up or overcome?  All of us have had battles to overcome: illnesses, cancer, 
addiction; anger; grief; the propensity to get in one bad relationship after 
another; loneliness; worry; fear.  How do we overcome it?  How do we tear down 
the walls that stand between us and the vitality of life we so desperately want?  
That’s what this story is about if we can zoom out and look at the big picture. 
 
So how do we overcome? 
 
Well, if we look at the story of Joshua for answers, and assuming we’ve taken 
unnecessary violence off the table as a way of overcoming obstacles; we see that 
Joshua began the battle by walking.  By literally putting one foot in front of the 
other.  Profound, isn't it?! 
 
In order to overcome, Joshua and all the people put one foot in front of the other.  
That’s how we overcome, too.  Even if we don’t feel like it; even if we’re not sure 
where we’re going next; even if we’re not sure of who we are or what we’re 
trying to accomplish; we put one foot in front of the other.  Because that’s how 
faith is lived, it’s lived one footstep at a time; whether we’re marching around 
Jericho, or looking for a job, or trying to improve a relationship, or trying to 
improve our health, we begin to overcome by putting one foot in front of the 
other.  One step at a time. 
 
I know I’ve shared this with some of you, but when I was pregnant with Henry I 
gained a whopping 57 pounds on top of the extra 20 I was already carrying.  I had 
77 pounds more on my body than I do today.  Granted I was 9 months pregnant, 
but it turned out that only 9 pounds 3 ounces of that was baby.  Oops.  The doctor 
tried to talk to me about it around month 6, but after I gave him a piece of my 
mind, I’m pretty certain he stuck a little note in my file that said, “Do not discuss 
weight with patient”, because the rest of the doctors in the practice never 
mentioned it again! 
 
When Henry was 6 weeks old, I decided I had to do something about my weight, 
so I went to Weight Watchers and started counting my points – which if you’ve 
been to WW, you know what I’m talking about.  You know the amazing thing 
about WW?  It works if you follow it!  But WW knows we aren’t perfect, and one 
thing they always say is if you have a slip-up, don’t wallow in it, just get back on 
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track.  Put one foot in front of the other.  If you do that, you’ll eventually 
overcome your battle with weight, especially if you keep walking! 
 
That’s how we overcome, by taking things one step at a time.  We work through 
grief one step at a time.  We begin a career one step at a time.  We get closer to 
God one prayer at a time.  These things don’t happen overnight.  They happen 
because we put one foot in front of the other.   
 
The other lesson we learn from Joshua about how to overcome is to remember.  
When the walls come tumblin’ down, remember when they didn’t, Joshua tells 
the people.  And when you remember that, you’ll remember: 
 
-what God has done for you. 
- that God has been with you before. 
-And that God will be there for you again. 
 
And this will give you hope. 
 
Because true Christian thankfulness is not the same thing as always looking on the 
bright side of life and ignoring the bad stuff.  It’s not about only focusing on the 
positive things.  It’s not about being optimistic.  It’s about having hope.   The 
spiritual we’ll hear later was thought to be composed by slaves who had great 
hope that if God could save the Israelites and bring them into the Promised Land, 
then God could save them.   
 
Hope and thanksgiving.  The two go-hand-in-hand. 
 
Friends, anyone can thank God when things are going well for them. But it takes a 
person of faith to look beyond the present circumstances and voice a word of 
gratitude, trusting that God is at work in his or her life even in the midst of 
adversity.  Real gratitude, profound gratitude, does not depend on what we 
possess or how good our lives are at any given moment.  Being thankful doesn’t 
stem from how much we get, or how much we don’t, but stems from God who is 
worthy of our praise every day, all day.  
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On Monday, I asked on the church’s FB for people to turn a complaint into a 
thanksgiving.  I wrote that I’d normally complain about spending $250 on 
groceries, but instead was thankful I can feed my family.  Someone else wrote 
that she’d normally complain it was Monday, but instead was choosing to be 
thankful that she has a job which affords her to do many things in life.  Someone 
else posted that she’d normally complain about waiting for hours in a waiting 
room, but instead was choosing to be thankful for the friends and family who 
waited with her.   
 
On the surface, the exercise was simple.  But as people of faith, it wasn’t an 
exercise in trying to find the silver lining in a gray cloud, it was something deeper, 
something about praising God from whom all blessings flow.  
 
This morning . . . 
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