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… and there is no other 

 

Joel 2:21-27 

Psalm 126   

1 Timothy 2:1-7  

Matthew 6:25-33 (34) 

 

Text: Joel 2: 27 

You shall know that I am in the midst of Israel, and that I, the Lord, am your God and there is no 

other. 

 

Introduction 

In an essay titled Strong Families, Strong Selves the author cited the writings of Pope John Paul 

II on principles of life that build strong families.  One of the principles is “Teach the habit of 

gratitude.”  On this point the author noted, “Despite all of our modern material advantages, we 

live in a joyless world; a world soaked in the message that we don’t have enough things; that we 

need more things; that we deserve more things, and that we should get the things we want, right 

now.  We need to refocus our hearts on gratitude, on being joyful with what we have; or more 

precisely, with what God has given to us. Gratitude, as Dietrich Bonhoeffer once said, is the 

beginning of joy.”  

 

Perhaps you will have (or have had) a thanksgiving meal with the extended family gathered 

around the table in which each person is asked in turn to speak of something for which they are 

thankful.  When I was a child I hated being towards the end of this process because it seemed 

that all the good stuff I could think of for which to be thankful had already been named.  It is 

important to reflect on the many gifts we have been given; on being joyful for what we have.  

Such thankfulness is a ground for joy and helps expose the lie that joy is found in acquiring more 

and more. 

 

As much as a recounting of our blessings is a helpful exercise, I am proposing that for our 

Thanksgiving Sunday reflection we shift our attention from the gifts to the Giver.  I have been 

blessed in life with friends whose generosity in a gift given at a strategic time was simply 

overwhelming.  While I have so appreciated the gift, my gratitude is for the love of my friend.  

The gift I enjoy, it is the giver that I love.  As a pastor, I have been blessed with many kindnesses 

from the Lord’s people.  And I am grateful and realize that such gratefulness binds the heart in 

love for His people.  Do you not also find this to be the case in your life?  That gratefulness for 

the things a friend does for you binds your hearts in life—you also know that ungratefulness 

undermines the joy of friendships. 

 

I invite you to reflect with me on the wonder of the Giver.  The text for our reflection is from the 

prophet Joel,  “You shall know,” says this Giver, “that I am in the midst of Israel, and that I, the 

Lord, am your God and there is no other.” 

 

1.   I am grateful that there is only one God with whom we have to deal … and there is no other.  

And he is, according to the gospel, the giver of life.  We do not live in a world in which we must 
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placate many deities.  In fact we, in the Western world, consider such religious ideas as 

antiquated, out of fashion.  But are they?  

 

I think about all the things in our world that vie to be the god of our lives; things that promise to 

deliver what we truly long for; the promise to deliver meaning for our lives.  We can make the 

mistake of giving the place only God should occupy in our lives to good things like career, 

family, relationships, recreation, health.  Additionally, we also know that wealth and fame and 

body image and desire, plus, plus can be gods as well.  These competing gods can pull us in all 

manner of directions with their relentless demands.  I read articles about how to simplify your 

life in order to get out from under life’s relentless pressures—but is this not to make a god of 

simplification? As if simplification will deliver what you are looking for. 

 

The Psalmist said that “those who choose another god multiply their sorrows.” (Psalm 16:4)  

In his article Ten Things I Learned From The Pandemic James Hankins, professor of history at 

Harvard University, said his first learning was that “Science is the default god of a civilization 

without religion or shared standards of right and wrong. … science cannot give us “values,” that 

is, the practical wisdom to make morally sound decisions. “Follow the Science” is morally 

vacuous advice. It’s like asking a computer program whether you should get married (though no 

doubt some genius has created an app for that, too).”   

  

In the Hebrew language, the word for “the idols” is “the nothings.” Idols are literally nothing: 

vacuous, insubstantial. Yet nothing is never merely nothing. In some sense nothing is always 

something.  Think of a vacuum.  By definition a vacuum is nothing and yet is possessed of such 

power that it sucks everything around it into it.  Nothing, our Hebrew foreparents knew, is never 

merely nothing.  To worship idols—including when we make idols of ourselves—is to orient our 

life to a lie.   

 

It is irrational to orient one’s life to a lie.  The reality of our existence is spoken by God through 

the prophet Joel—I, the Lord, am your God and there is no other.  God calls his people to orient 

their lives to the reality of his existence.  Such orientation means that our Thanksgiving is 

offered to the One who gives us life.  Furthermore, the offering of thanks is an activity between 

persons.  During the pandemic, when you ordered groceries online and then went to the store for 

curbside pickup, it would be irrational to thank your computer for getting you these groceries.  Is 

‘thanking your lucky stars’ rational? (I leave that for your contemplation.) 

 

2. I am so grateful that God has made Gods’ self known and that he has done so even to me.  

This word from God through the prophet Joel is a personal word. “You shall know that I am in 

the midst of Israel, and that I, the Lord, am your God and there is no other.”  God wants us to 

know him; to know that he is in our midst.  Keep in mind that the Hebrew meaning of the word 

‘to know’ is more than mere ideation—it is to experience.  Yes some knowledge is part of the 

experience.  The God who makes the claim ‘and there is no other’ is the One who makes himself 

known first in his conversation with his people Israel and then in coming among us in Jesus of 

Nazareth. Still, knowing him is more than affirming these details.  It is God’s encounter with us. 

 

The Jewish philosopher Martin Buber is best known for his book ‘I and Thou,’ in which he 

makes the distinction between ‘I-You’ relationships and ‘I-It’ relationships.  To think about an 
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‘I-It’ relationship think ‘preacher and pulpit’.  For the preacher, any pulpit will do and the pulpit 

will accommodate any preacher.  In other words, ‘I-It’ relationships are substitutable at both 

ends.  When I visit Cathedral churches I always look to see if the gate is locked on the stairway 

up to the pulpit that is perched high on one of the pillars—I like to go stand in the pulpit to 

imagine what it would be like to preach there.  

 

‘I-You’ relationships are not substitutable.  Think about your friends.  Yes, you have number of 

people who come under the category of ‘friend.’  Still, your relationship with each of them is the 

relationship that only the two of you can forge.  If you were facing a difficult decision which 

friend would you call?  Your choice to go to one friend and not another witnesses the 

unsubstitutable nature of ‘I-You’ relationships.  Friends are not ‘plug-and-play’ devices.  This is 

the nature of personal relationships.    

 

I say this to you to point out that relationship with God is an ‘I-You’ relationship.   Listen again 

to God through his prophet Joel, “You shall know that I am in the midst of Israel, and that I, the 

Lord, am your God and there is no other.”  Only you and God can have the relationship that the 

two of you can have.  It is marvelous to think about.  Jesus desires you to be his and he yours.  

We read from the Apostle Paul who stated that “God desires everyone to be saved and to come to 

the knowledge of the truth.”  Our Lord gave his life for this very reason—the arms of the 

crucified are wide open ready to embrace each of us in a love relationship so profound it issues 

in eternal life. 

 

I recall vividly an experience in a university philosophy class.  We have been reading existential 

philosophers—I think it was Nietzsche on that day—and I began to contemplate the proffered 

philosophical idea that we live in a godless universe.  If this were true, I thought, then these 

thoughts I am thinking really are nothing more than random activity of atoms in my brain; I 

began to understand that if I truly accepted this view of existence I could see why a person might 

want to end their life.  I recall a darkness overtaking me and like the panic that overtakes a 

person with claustrophobia I felt I had to get out of there.    

 

From that day forward the truth that God has made God’s self known in coming among us in 

Jesus of Nazareth came alive for me in a profound way; it was just like Jesus said—I was like the 

man who found a treasure hidden in a field and then went and sold all he has to buy the field.  

God has not left us alone nor abandoned us to a meaningless existence.  And he made himself 

known and in that revelation shone his light into what is otherwise darkness.  This is why the 

prologue to John’s gospel is so precious to me.  “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word 

was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came into 

being through him… And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his 

glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.”   

 

For churches that have Christmas Day worship the gospel lesson appointed for reading is the 

prologue to John’s gospel.  It is my habit to go to worship on Christmas Day and I always hope 

that  the carol, O Come All Ye Faithful, will be sung.  Whenever I get to the final stanza it feels 

like my heart will burst and I can barely speak the words—"Yea, Lord we greet thee, born this 

happy morning; Jesus, to thee be glory given; word of the Father, now in flesh appearing: O 

come, let us adore him, Christ the Lord.”  And this word of the Father made himself known even 
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to me—I don’t know how I know him I simply know I do and that this is his doing.  I am so 

grateful that God has made Gods’ self known even to me. 

 

3.  I am grateful that this God who has made himself known said things like this: ‘Therefore I tell 

you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, or about your body, 

what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing? Look at the 

birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father 

feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? And can any of you by worrying add a single 

hour to your span of life? 

 

Thanksgiving is typically celebrated by having a feast; a fitting response to the wonder of God’s 

generosity towards us.  Perhaps, like me, you can take this for granted because of the abundance 

of food that surrounds us in life.   Grocery stores are full whenever you decide to shop.  But you 

know that this abundance is a much more complex process than simply loading your grocery 

cart. According to the Ecological Society of America, one-third of human food comes from 

plants that rely on bats, bees, flies, moths, beetles, birds, and butterflies to pollinate them.  

Gardeners (Mark Cullen included) encourage having an insect house in your garden to promote 

the presence of pollinators necessary for plant life.  The wonders God has arranged for our good 

and his oversight of those wonders is amazing.  When you consider just this one aspect of the 

pollinators necessary for food and the abundance we have, it is clear that God has not abandoned 

the world that has turned away from him. 

 

Thanksgiving, like Christmas, is culturally understood to be a happy time. But what of those 

whose burdens and pains seem to overwhelm any note of thanksgiving.  There are many 

preachers who have depicted faith as the path to an abundant life, meaning an abundance of 

things and absence of difficulty.  Faith isn’t an invisible shield that fends off disappointment, 

grief, betrayal, or pain.  Faith isn’t a “way around” troubles.  Jesus survived several years as a 

carpenter, but survived only months when he began his public ministry.  Faith binds us to our 

Lord who knew that even for him there was no “way around” even as there was certainly a “way 

through”.   

 

God has promised never to fail us or forsake us.  He bears us through our distress as he holds us 

fast to the Son whom he has borne through. The way through pertains to faith.  Hear again our 

Lord’s question, And can any of you by worrying add a single hour to your span of life?  Our 

Lord has us in his hands and for this we offer our thanks to God. 

 

I thank you for allowing me to take you on this excursion in our focus on the Giver of all for 

which we have to be thankful. You shall know that I am in the midst of Israel, and that I, the 

Lord, am your God and there is no other. 


