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Homily for 8/22/2021  21st Sun. Ordinary Time, B Very Rev. J. David Carter, JCL, JV 
 

A curious and theologically significant thing is found in most translations of the Sacred Scriptures of the Old 
Testament. It comes out very clearly in the Hebrew but is only alluded to in most translations. In the Book of 
Exodus, we hear the story about Moses and the burning bush. In that encounter between God and Man, God 
reveals to Moses His name. His name is “I AM WHO AM”. It is rendered in Hebrew with four sacred letters that 
were held to be so sacred that they were never spoken out loud. The deferential silence when it came to speaking 
out loud the name of God was a way to give Him reverence. When the people of Israel would read the Scriptures 
and they came across the Sacred Four Letters that represented the Name of God, they would not sound them out, 
but would rather say instead, Adonai, which means, “the Lord”. To denote this reality in good translations, when the 
name of God is used in the Hebrew, the text in English spells out in all caps the word LORD. Our St. Isaac Jogues 
Missal does a good job of making this nuanced but important point in the way the text is written. Notice, how in 
our own pew missal, when Joshua finishes his speech in the first reading, he says, “As for me and my house, we will 
serve the LORD”. LORD is all caps. In other words, Joshua was not referencing the “concept of God” or simply 
some “higher power”. He was referencing the specific God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the God who had 
revealed Himself to Moses in the burning bush, the God who had led the people of Israel from slavery in Egypt 
into the land flowing with milk and honey, the God who has a name. Now this is significant for us, the spiritual 
descendants of the people of Israel, because the central dogma of the Christian faith is that this same LORD, who 
gave His mysterious name to Moses, was made flesh and dwelt among us and was given the clear and direct name 
Yehoshua, anglified to Joshua, and received through the Greek of the New Testament into our English-speaking 
tradition as Jesus, which means in Hebrew “[the great] I AM Saves”. God’s unspeakable name now becomes the 
only name by which man can be saved. In the old worship of the temple, only the High Priest could utter the divine 
name on the day of atonement in the Holy of Holies. Now, the only way into heaven is by speaking the name of 
God. “There is no salvation through anyone else, nor is there any other name under heaven given to the human 
race by which we are to be saved.” (Acts 4:12) and “at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, of those in 
heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God 
the Father.” (Philippians 2:10-11). In fact, in the new covenant, made in the blood of Jesus Christ, the holy reticence 
to pronounce the name of God is replaced by an evangelical impulse to proclaim God’s name from the rooftops. 
May Jesus Christ be praised! 
 
In fact, when the name of Jesus is invoked, demons flee, and signs and wonders accompany it. The name of Jesus is 
a strong and powerful prayer in and of itself. Simply saying the name of Jesus in faith has power. Likewise, using 
His name in vain is true blasphemy and an offense against God and the Second Commandment.  
 
However, as I read the first reading, I was struck not so much by the famous verse of Joshua, but by the people’s 
answer to him. Joshua had just finished his famous motivational speech to the Israelites as they were inheriting the 
promised land and had posed to them the choice on whether or not they will serve the LORD. It concludes with 
that famous quotable verse, “As for me and my household, we will serve the LORD [the great I AM].” This is one 
that should be committed to memory and used often throughout the day when we have to make our moral choices 
in Christian living. Do we serve the great I AM who said I AM the Way, the Truth, and the Life, or do we serve 
another god of our own imagination? For Joshua, it was a declaration that it was not horse and chariot, that is, 
human power, that saved them. Nor was Israel saved by invoking an unknown “higher power” without name or 
face. The God of Israel is not one who could easily be manipulated by sophists and false prophets like the foreign 
and false gods of the region. It was the promise to serve only the one true God revealed in these signs and wonders. 
However, it was the people’s answer that struck me this time. They too pledged to serve the LORD, but they gave 
the motivation for their choice, saying it was because they had seen all His works. By this is meant that they had 
seen all of the Exodus events, the desert experiences of providence and, just recently, the conquest of the promised 
land. However, this was a little bit of a change of tune from where they were in the desert, even after having seen 
such things as the plagues in Egypt, the pillar of fire and cloud, and the parting of the Red Sea. Psalm 95 records 
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this fickleness and forgetfulness of the people when it cries out in a prophetic voice “Oh, that today you would hear his 
voice: Do not harden your hearts as at Meribah, as on the day of Massah in the desert. There your ancestors tested me; they tried me 
though they had seen my works.” The reason the people’s response to Joshua struck me so much is that the choice is put 
freshly to me every day. In fact, this warning of Psalm 95 is prayed by the Church every morning at the Office of 
Readings in the Liturgy of the Hours. It is the invitatory psalm, that is, it is the first thing prayed in the liturgical day. 
“Come let us sing to the LORD,” begins the Psalm. Here again we see the Biblical use of the Sacred Name. By 
LORD, we mean the great I AM. And we are called to not harden our hearts in quarreling and testing, even after 
having witnessed His saving work in the Resurrection of Christ from the dead. And so, every day, we, the people of 
God, are called to make our choice as to whom we will serve. Will we serve the one, true God who reveals Himself 
to us in Jesus Christ? Or will we serve any number of false gods and idols of our day? The choice must be made. 
How will we answer? It behooves us, then to always keep in mind the ways in which we have witnessed Him acting 
in our lives. How often have we heard his voice but forgotten what He said? How often have we been blind to his 
presence, even though you cannot go anywhere He is not? Sometimes, we are stubborn like the people in the desert, 
and we quarrel with the Lord and with one another; or we have tested God by our lack of belief. Sometimes the 
lessons He teaches us are only recognized in hindsight - that moment when it dawns on us that we were gravely 
mistaken, and that God really had a bigger and better plan for us. Hindsight, after all is 20/20. Wisdom, be 
attentive!  
 
It does us well to set time aside to reflect on the journey of faith we have been on and to set down for ourselves the 
truths we have discerned. We need to record the movements of God, even if they are only revealed after the fact. I 
have had the practice since the seminary of keeping a prayer journal, and it is very enlightening, and even 
fascinating, to look back at! The strong right hand of God and the inspiration of the Holy Spirit have been with me 
throughout it all, and it is amazing how much just a little crumb here and a little crumb there, over time, comes out 
as a rich feast of faith. There is a tapestry of providence that weaves itself throughout the Christian Life. This 
profound narrative of salvation is usually missed because we tend to be unreflective people. Especially in our busy 
and over-entertained lives. We need to be people who are true witnesses to all His works! 
 
This mystery is deepened even further when we gather as the Body of Christ to celebrate the Sacred Remembering 
of God’s greatest wonder. The Holy Sacrifice of the Mass takes as its paradigm the Exodus Sacrifice and meal of the 
Passover lamb. What the Jewish people remembered as the greatest sign and wonder of the great I AM, we partake 
of in its fulfillment in the Passover sacrifice of God who Saves,Yehoshua, Joshua, Jesus. Here, we do not commune 
merely with a “higher power” or a “spiritual force”, but with the very same God who saved the Israelites and saves 
us now. This is a fearful reality, because we cannot come to communion with the One True God while at the same 
time entertaining the worship of false gods. We cannot mix our religion and serve both God and mammon. Either 
we are in communion with I AM WHO AM, or we are not. Holy Communion is this time of choosing whom we 
will serve. In the Gospel, when Jesus reveals this reality, many turn away and leave. They cannot give up false 
worship and idolatry. Like Joshua at Shechem, Jesus at Capernaum asked his disciples to make a choice. Peter 
answers for all of us who have come to know and to believe that Jesus is the Holy One of God, “To whom else are 
we to go?” It remains for us the people to respond also. Therefore, we also will serve the LORD, for He is our 
God! 
 
May Jesus Christ be Praised. 


