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This is Memorial Day Weekend.  If you go to History.com you will learn that this was originally known as Decoration Day because it was a time set aside to honor the nation’s Civil War dead by decorating their graves. It was first widely observed on May 30, 1868, to commemorate the sacrifices of Civil War soldiers, by proclamation of General John A. Logan of the Grand Army of the Republic, an organization of former sailors and soldiers. On May 5, 1868, Logan declared in General Order No. 11 that:
The 30th of May, 1868, is designated for the purpose of strewing with flowers, or otherwise decorating the graves of comrades who died in defense of their country during the late rebellion, and whose bodies now lie in almost every city, village, and hamlet churchyard in the land. In this observance no form of ceremony is prescribed, but posts and comrades will in their own way arrange such fitting services and testimonials of respect as circumstances may permit.

During the first celebration of Decoration Day, General James Garfield made a speech at Arlington National Cemetery, after which 5,000 participants helped to decorate the graves of the more than 20,000 Union and Confederate soldiers buried in the cemetery. This 1868 celebration was inspired by local observances of the day in several towns throughout America that had taken place in the three years since the Civil War. 

In 1966, the federal government, under the direction of President Lyndon Johnson, declared Waterloo, N.Y., the official birthplace of Memorial Day. They chose Waterloo – which had first celebrated the day on May 5, 1866 – because the town had made Memorial Day an annual, community-wide event during which businesses closed and residents decorated the graves of soldiers with flowers and flags. By the late 1800s, many communities across the country had begun to celebrate Memorial Day and, after World War 1, observances also began to honor those who had died in all of America’s wars. Finally, in 1971, Congress declared Memorial Day a national holiday to be celebrated the last Monday in May. 
So today we honor those many men and women who throughout the history of our country have displayed courage, the courage to tackle trouble.  I am not by nature a fighter.  I tend to shy away from confrontation.  But there are clearly times when our world needs for us to join the fray, when the right thing to do is to jump into the middle of things and confront those who are doing harm.
On Saturday, May 1st, a tourist noticed smoke coming from a Nissan Pathfinder parked in Times Square.  The tourist alerted a police officer, and it was that officer’s actions that were instrumental in thwarting an attempted car-bombing that had the potential to cause a great deal of damage and death.  In an interview that police officer was asked if he had any advice for ordinary people in the fight against terrorism, and this is what he said: “If you see something, say something.”  

Reading that advice reminded me of this famous quote: “The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.”   On Memorial Day we stop to pay honor to the many men and women for whom doing nothing was not an option.  They did not run from trouble; for the sake of freedom and honor and all that we hold dear, they ran into trouble.
By God’s grace most of us will never have to tackle trouble in an armed conflict.  But there will be many times when we will see some wrong that needs to be addressed, and we will have to decide whether or not to get involved.  We will have to decide if we’re willing to say something, and we’ll have to decide if we’re willing to do something.  
When it came to going to battle, Joshua was a brave heart.  Joshua was fearless when it came time to pick up his sword and lead his men into combat.  That kind of trouble Joshua had no troubling tackling.  But when the trouble came from within his own people, that was different.  Then Joshua flinched.  And so do we.  When it’s a member of our family who is making poor choices and causing trouble for himself and for all of us, we would prefer to just look away and hope somebody else will say something.  We don’t want to rock the boat.  We don’t want to cause a scene.  We don’t want to risk making things worse.  We don’t want to tackle trouble.  But sometimes that’s exactly what we need to do; sometimes the right thing to do is to confront the trouble-maker head-on.  It’s not easy.  It’s not comfortable.  It’s not fun.  But there are times when it is the healthiest thing we can do for everyone concerned.
Last Sunday we studied one of the high points in Israel’s history, when Israel conquered Jericho in a most unusual way.  You remember the story – for six days Israel walked quietly around the walls of Jericho and then went back to camp.  On the seventh day the people of Israel walked around Jericho seven times, the priests blew their trumpets, the people shouted, and the walls came tumbling down.  But Jericho was just one of many cities the Israelites were going to have to conquer.  Next on the list was Ai, which was the gateway into the Judean mountains.  Joshua and the Israelites expected Ai to fall easily.  They expected this to be another high point in their adventures.  But Ai turned out to be the scene of one of Israel’s greatest defeats.  And it was in dealing with that defeat that Joshua was called on to exhibit another kind of courage, the courage to tackle trouble, trouble brought on not by an enemy but by a friend.

Mistake No. 1: Don’t Assume God Will Bless Your Plans
It’s been said that there are three kinds of people in the world – people who make things happen, people who watch things happen, and people who say, “What happened?”  Joshua was usually the kind of person who made things happen, but in this particular instance he found himself asking, “What happened?”  Let me tell you the story so we can learn from three mistakes the people of Israel made in their defeat at Ai.
The first mistake they made is this – don’t assume God will bless your plans.  Instead, make sure your plans are God’s plans.  Here’s how the story begins in Joshua 7:
Now Joshua sent men from Jericho to Ai … and told them, “Go up and spy out the region.”  So the men went up and spied out Ai.

When they returned to Joshua, they said, “Not all the people will have to go up against Ai.  Send two or three thousand men to take it and do not weary all the people, for only a few men are there.”  So about three thousand men went up; but they were routed by the men of Ai, who killed about thirty-six of them.  They chased the Israelites from the city gate as far as the stone quarries and struck them down on the slopes.  At this the hearts of the people melted and became like water.  (Joshua 7:2-5)
Joshua and the Israelites made an assumption.  Their assumption was that God was going to give them victory over their enemies as a matter of course.  After all, God promised Joshua back in Joshua 1 that he would give him every place where he set his foot and that he would give the Israelites the entire land of Canaan for their own.  And true to his word, God had given them a great victory over the walled city of Jericho.  So it seems safe to assume that God is going to give them just as great a victory over the smaller city of Ai.
But maybe you noticed something when I read the story – maybe you noticed that the Israelites never took the time to consult their Commander in Chief.  They never stopped to ask God, “God, is this what you want us to do next?  Are we ready for this next challenge?  Is this the time for us to move ahead?”  Instead, they just made their own plans and assumed God would be on board.  They said, “Look, we don’t need our whole army to take this little town.  This isn’t going to be hard.  Let’s just send up a few of the guys and let them handle it.”  It’s like the Giants saying, “Let’s not waste Tim Lincecum’s arm for this game; let’s bring in Eugenio Velez – he’s not even a pitcher, but his arm is good enough to beat these guys.  After all, they’re just the Dodgers.”

There is a big difference between saying, “God, what do want me to do next?” and saying, “God, this is what I’m going to do – please bless me.  Please make me successful at what I’ve decided I want to do.”  Before Dave and Stacy got married last week, I know they spent a fair bit of time praying and asking God for wisdom and clarity.  They did not say to God, “OK, God we’ve decided to get married; please give us a successful marriage.”  Their prayer was, “God, is this the right person for me?  Is this the person who can help me become the man of God or the woman of God you want me to be?”    
What I think is one of the most important promises God makes to us is in James 1:5; it says this: “If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to him.”  All of us need wisdom.  We need to be wise, for example, in making decisions about our money.  About thirty of us are taking the Financial Peace University course on Tuesday nights, and we are working hard to get better control of our finances so we can have less stress in our lives and so we can become more generous with what we have.  But doing that requires us to make some tough choices about our spending and our saving and our investing and our giving.  Those choices require wisdom, and God says he is glad to give us that wisdom when we stop and ask him.  But what doesn’t work is for us to say to God, “OK, God, here’s what I’ve decided I’m going to do with my money – now please bless my decisions.  Please make my plans prosper.”  
We need to learn from Joshua’s mistake and not assume that God will bless our plans.  Here’s what happens next in the story.  Joshua is distraught by Israel’s defeat.  He tears his clothes, falls facedown on the ground and sprinkles dust on his head.  Then he prays.  Actually, it’s not much of a prayer.  Frankly, Joshua whines; here’s what he says: “Ah, Sovereign Lord, why did you ever bring this people across the Jordan to deliver us into the hands of the Amorites to destroy us?  If only we had been content to stay on the other side of the Jordan!” (Joshua 7:7)  And notice how God responds to Joshua.  God doesn’t say, “There, there, Joshua – it’s going to be OK.  You did your best.  Here, let me help you up.”  Look at verse 10:

The Lord said to Joshua, “Stand up!  What are you doing down on your face?  Israel has sinned; they have violated my covenant … They have taken some of the devoted things; they have stolen, they have lied, they have put them with their own possessions.  That is why the Israelites cannot stand against their enemies.” (Joshua 7:10-12)  
God shows no patience with Joshua.  This is a time for tough love.  Here’s what God is saying to Joshua in these verses: “Joshua, if you had consulted me before you attacked Ai, you would have known that there’s a problem.  You would have known that someone in Israel had stolen from me; you would have known that you’ve got trouble inside your own troops.  Now quit whining and go deal with the problem.  Have the courage to tackle your trouble.”

Here’s what had happened.  When God gave Israel that miraculous victory over Jericho, God gave Israel strict instructions to burn up all the loot in Jericho as a thank offering to him.  But somebody didn’t listen.  Somebody decided that this was an opportunity to get rich.  So instead of burning everything up in sacrifice to God, one person took some of the loot, hid it and kept it for himself.  And God said, “When you did that, you stole from me.  And that’s why all of you are in trouble.”  
Mistake No. 2: Don’t Assume You Can Cover Up Your Sin
Now here’s a second mistake we want to learn from – don’t assume you can cover up your sin.  The person who stole God’s property assumed he could cover up what he had done.  He assumed no one would ever find out.  That’s just human nature, isn’t it?  We’ve all thought that.  I mean, no one saw us.  No one heard us.  No one can prove we did it. 
Moses mentored Joshua, and before he died Moses taught Joshua and the Israelites this principle: “But if you fail to do this, you will be sinning against the Lord; and you may be sure that your sin will find you out.” (Numbers 32:23)  I learned this lesson when I was about 8 or 9 years old.  Some friends of mine persuaded me that it would be cool to steal from our local grocery store.  I knew it was wrong, but I caved to the peer pressure.  I took two things – some pencils, and a chocolate bunny.  I’ve never understood why I took the pencils; my guess is that I thought pencils would be easy to hide.  The chocolate bunny is easier to explain – I’ve always loved chocolate bunnies – but not as easy to hide.  At any rate, I thought I had gotten away with it.  I thought I was quite the little thief.   And then my Mom got a phone call, and I could tell within the first ten seconds of the call that my sin had found me out.  
And it always does, the Bible says.  Sooner or later, in this life or the next, our sin will find us out.  And that principle is beautifully illustrated in this story, when Joshua finds the courage to tackle Israel’s trouble.  After God’s tongue-lashing, Joshua gathered all the people and told them what was up.  He explained that someone had stolen God’s property when they conquered Jericho and that because of that act Israel’s enemies were defeating her.  And what’s interesting to me is that the wrongdoer didn’t come forward.  No one raised his hand and said, “It was me.  I did it.  I’m sorry.”  Why not?  Because the wrongdoer was thinking what we’ve thought: “No one saw me.  No one can prove it.  No one will find out.”
So the next day Joshua has all the people line up in front of him by tribes.  I don’t think this was particularly fun for Joshua.  He loved these people.  He was their leader.  He had lived with them for 40 years.  He had fought shoulder to shoulder with them.  But he can’t simply look the other way; if Israel is going to take the land God promised them, Joshua has to gather the courage to tackle the cause of Israel’s troubles.  First God tells Joshua that the guilty party was from the tribe of Judah.  Next Joshua had the tribe of Judah line up by clans, and God told Joshua the guilty party was from the clan of Zerah.  Then he had the clan of Zerah line up by family, and God told Joshua the guilty party was from the family of Zimri.  And I have to imagine the guilty party is feeling pretty nervous about now.  I can almost feel the sweat dripping down his back; I can feel his knees start to shake a little bit.  Then Joshua has the family of Zimri come forward man by man, and God tells Joshua that the guilty party is Achan.  Achan made the mistake of thinking he could cover up his sin, but he – and all Israel – learned the truth, that you can be sure your sin will find you out.  Achan was found out.
With no way out, Achan comes clean:  “It is true!  I have sinned against the Lord, the God of Israel … When I saw in the plunder a beautiful robe from Babylonia, 200 shekels of silver and a wedge of gold weighing 50 shekels, I coveted them and took them.” (Joshua 7:20-21)  Joshua then sends some soldiers to go check out Achan’s tent, and sure enough all the loot is there.  So Joshua takes Achan and the stolen property and Achan’s sons and daughters and his livestock and his tent to the Valley of Achor, and there says this to Achan: “Why have you brought this trouble on us?  The Lord will bring trouble on you today.”  (Joshua 7:25)  And then, the text tells us, all Israel stoned Achan and his family, and burned all his possessions.  
Mistake No. 3: Don’t Assume Your Sin Only Affects You
Now I imagine it troubles you that the penalty for stealing from God was death not just for Achan but for his entire family.  It troubles me.  I can’t entirely explain it.  But here’s a third mistake we need to learn from that this account – don’t assume your sin only affects you.   We may sin alone, but our sin never affects only us alone.

Do you remember how this all started for Israel?  It started with Israel going to battle against Ai and getting waxed.  It started when 36 Israelites were killed.  They weren’t killed because they were bad men; they weren’t killed because they were bad soldiers.  They were killed because of Achan’s sin.  Achan’s sin had consequences not just for him and for his family; Achan’s sin had consequences for 36 families.  

I’ve had the opportunity to participate a couple of times in a program called “Every 15 Minutes.”  It’s a program put on at high schools to demonstrate to kids the dangers of drinking and driving.  It’s all pretend – no one is actually hurt.  But even though it’s pretend it does a very effective job of communicating how one person’s foolishness and irresponsibility can affect an entire community.  One of the most powerful pieces of the last program I was part of was when we listened to a woman tell us how her life was changed forever by a drunk driver who killed her husband and two children.  They were on their way to a ski weekend, but they never made it, and they never came home.  Our actions have consequences, not just for us, but for others.  None of us live in isolation.  The things we do and the things we say have a ripple effect in our world, whether for good or for bad.

And here was the challenge we gave to the kids at the conclusion of “Every 15 Minutes.”  We not only challenged them not to drink and drive; that was just a part of it.  We also challenged the kids to have the courage to tackle trouble.  We challenged them to tell their friends not to drink, and if they drank then not to drive.  Don’t just look away when you see a friend drinking too much.  Don’t just laugh when you see a friend getting buzzed.  Have the courage to say something and if necessary to do something.  In the words of that police officer who thwarted the car bomb in Times Square last month, “If you see something, say something.”
And in addition to challenging the kids, we also challenged the parents.  After all, where do most high school kids get the alcohol they get drunk on?  Most of them get it from their parents.  In the next few weeks there will be all sorts of high school graduation parties around here, and more than a few of those parties will have alcohol served to underage kids by parents.  And if you’re around those situations, I challenge you to have the courage to stand up and say, “That’s not OK.”  

We live in a free country today because brave men and women were willing to tackle trouble.  When they saw trouble, they didn’t say, “Someone else will deal with that.”  When they saw trouble, they said something and they did something, and for many of them it cost their lives.  It is our custom to honor the fallen with a moment of silence.  But there are also times when we can best honor those who have gone before us by saying something and by doing something.  I’m not sure what trouble God might be calling you to tackle.  Maybe it’s something in our community, maybe it’s something in your school, or maybe it’s something in our own families.  And in some cases we’re the trouble that needs to be tackled.  For the sake of God’s kingdom, and for the good of our community and our families, let’s ask God to give us the wisdom and the courage to say what needs to be said and to do what needs to be done.
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