
St. Giles Day – September 17, 2017     Choosing to Recognize Blessing 

Joshua 24:1-2a, 14-18; I John 2:15-17; Luke 6:20-23a 

St. Giles Church, Northbrook IL – The Rev. Cynthia J. Hallas 
 

Joshua, Moses’ successor, who has led the people of Israel into their promised land, is facing death. 

During his time as a leader there has been conquest, and killing and eventually, division of land among 

the tribes of Israel. It’s his last opportunity to exert influence and leadership, so Joshua calls the people 

together and he prophesies, speaking for God and reminding them of all the good that God has done for 

them despite their waywardness and rebellion in the past. And Joshua presents them with a choice: 

Choose today whom you will serve, the gods of your ancestors or of the native people whom you have 

conquered; but as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord. The people respond: “Far be it from us 

that we should forsake the Lord to serve other gods… Therefore we also will serve the Lord, for he is 

our God.” They wouldn’t always respond so willingly to serving God; there would be times when they 

would choose to stray from God’s commandments and ways. But for now, recalling all that God had 

done for them, out of gratitude for their deliverance and God’s protection, this is how they respond: they 

make a choice to serve God. Serving God is always a choice; it’s a decision God’s people make, over 

and over and over.  

 

Today we honor a medieval saint who made a choice. Who made that choice. Saints aren’t perfect, of 

course, but the communion of saints is comprised of those who made the choice to serve God. As with 

most saints who lived as long ago as Giles did, many of the details of his life are fuzzy, to say the least.  

Much of what we think we know about the life of this medieval hermit – his hagiography, or “holy 

story”, a saint’s biography, which you can read highlights of on the back of your bulletin) – is based on 

“pious legend”, events that may or may not be true but that we tend to incorporate into the story, 

because sometimes God’s truth is more expansive than basic historical fact. We don’t know, for 

example, if Giles actually stepped in front of his animal companion to protect it, or if the king’s 

huntsman was just a poor shot! What we do know is that Giles made the choice to serve God, and 

probably more than once. He took himself out of the world - not uncommon for holy people in those 

days – rejecting what John’s first letter refers to as “the desire of the flesh, the desire of the eyes, the 

pride in riches” in order to live, pray, and meditate as a hermit. He chose God again when he rejected 

King Wamba’s offer of personal riches and a grand house for himself, but chose instead to have a 

monastery built where others could encounter the Christian faith and live a godly life. Giles remained a 

servant of God all his life, rejecting the distraction of earthly riches and comforts and choosing holy 

poverty instead. In doing so, he discovered what it meant to be blessed. 

 

True blessing is something that a lot of people misunderstand. In fact, the Biblical concept of blessing is 

an odd one, by our modern, Western standards. Both Luke’s and Matthew’s gospels contain what we 

call “Beatitudes” – Jesus’ teachings about who is blessed and why. Matthew’s are better known and 

more expansive (we’ll hear them several weeks from now, on All Saints), but today we hear from Luke. 

We’re familiar with it but still, it’s an odd list, from our perspective; and would be especially so from 

the perspective of someone hearing it for the first time. Blessed are you who are poor…who are hungry 

now…who weep now…when people hate you, exclude you, revile you, defame you - because you follow 

Jesus.  

 

It all sounds even stranger when we consider that the word translated “blessed” actually means happy. 

Most of us have a handle on what makes us happy; things like poverty, real hunger, sorrow, exclusion, 

and defamation are not on the list. When we’re aware of people experiencing those things we might pity 



them, have compassion on them, seek to help them with material donations, perhaps jump to their 

defense, or engage in advocacy to improve the conditions that force such things on them. Seeing them as 

happy or blessed is often the last thing we’re inclined to do. We don’t read them today, but Luke’s 

beatitudes are followed by a series of “woes”: woe to you who are rich, who are full now, laughing now, 

and when people speak well of you. We are conditioned to believe those last are all good things; we seek 

them out, they are aspirations for most of us. And they’re not inherently bad. But when we achieve 

them, how do we so often respond? We say that we’re “blessed”! Even those of us who don’t subscribe 

to the “prosperity gospel” can easily confuse privilege, accomplishment, so-called “accidents of birth,” 

achievement, and what amounts to simple good fortune, with what it truly means to be blessed. 

 

So how do we make sense of this? Maybe we should ask this question: can we allow these words of 

Jesus to disturb us enough to make a difference in our lives and our relationship with God? When 

confronted with our Lord describing the blessed as people not like us, can we put aside what are likely to 

be our twin reactions: first, defending ourselves and our situations, and second, being offended at the 

thought that we might have it wrong. Instead, can we let this passage talk to us? Because this is the 

Good News. We’re not blessed because of our good fortune or our achievements or our social position 

or our talents or the “stuff” that we have. Giles understood that, and he didn’t need a big fancy house or 

a miraculous healing of his limp to know it. We’re blessed because God loves us. Period. God loves 

those who are totally lacking in the material and insubstantial comforts that this world has to offer; and 

God loves those who do possess those things, in whatever quantity, not because we have them, but in 

spite of that fact. 

 
Which doesn’t mean, of course, that we should let the inequality of the status quo continue. After all, 

Jesus’ whole life was about proclaiming the message that in God’s economy, the first will be last and the 

last will be first (that’s next week’s gospel, by the way!). In the reign of God, there is more than enough 

for all, and so much to spare over and above even that. True happiness, true blessing, can come only 

from depending on God. Can we really believe that? So often, having all those supposedly “good” things 

– “the desire of the eyes, the pride in riches” – can blind those who have them from seeing where 

blessing is found and from making the choice to seek it out and embrace it. God loves us so much that 

we’re loved even when we make the wrong choice. God didn’t stop loving the Israelites, his covenant 

people, when they made more wrong choices later. Such decisions sadden God, but they don’t cancel 

out the Divine Love. 

 

So don’t we want to respond to that Love in the best way we can, the only way we can? Don’t we want 

to make that good and right choice, over and over and over again? Don’t we want to live to serve God, 

and only God? Surely, that’s what we truly want. And so, on this day when we celebrate our patron and 

our faith community, is there any other way to respond to this perfect and genuine Love, any other way, 

than by stating, “As for me and my house, as for us and this house, we will serve the Lord.”? 

 

 


