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Antisocial Idols 

Reading from the Old Testament:  Joshua 24:1-3a, 14-25 

Reading from the Gospels:  John 6:66-69 

The power of social media was made obvious to the world in the 

spring of 2011 as a series of social-media fueled protests evolved in 

place like Tunisia, Egypt’s Tahrir Square, Oman, Yemen, and Kuwait. 

Kings were deposed, governments were sacked and reorganized, and 

ordinary citizens felt empowered in the realization that their voices and 

actions could actually effect change. We called it the Arab Spring, 

sensing that the voices of the people and their dreams of democracy 

could actually rise like tulips from the ground.   

Two years later, on a November morning, emboldened by what the 

world witnessed in the Arab world, a Ukrainian journalist named 

Mustafa Nayem typed these words into his Facebook account. “Come on 

guys, let’s be serious. If you really want to do something, don’t just 

“like” this post. Write that you are ready, and we can try to start 

something.” Within an hour his post had garnered 600 comments, which 

prompted Mr. Nayem to post again, this time calling on folks to gather 

later that day on the Maiden Square in Kiev. Three months later 

Ukraine’s president, Viktor Yanukovych, was removed. (The Economist)  
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Facebook wasn’t the root of the revolution, but it facilitated an 

astoundingly rapid change. The potential here is boundless. Even the 

disenfranchised, if given access to a keyboard with wireless can initiate 

vast change in the world. And yet, even when books were laboriously 

and painstakingly copied by hand one at a time, the theologians could 

tell you that every evidence of progress and each new discovery brings 

with it a fertile new mission field for our sin.   

A troubling article in last week’s edition of The Economist tells us 

that just a few months after Yanukovych’s ouster, “a less widely noticed 

story provided a more disturbing insight into the potential political uses 

of social media.” Anybody here ever heard of gamergate? Video gaming 

has evolved into an $80B industry. Well, not long after Yanukovych 

found himself in the unemployment line, Eron Gjoni, an American 

computer scientist published a long, rambling blog post targeting a 

video game developer named Zoe Quinn in which he generated a 

fictitious and salacious rumor about how Quinn was able to receive 

positive reviews of her new game. What then erupted was what The 

Economist called “a misogynistic campaign in which mostly white men 

keen to bolster each other’s egos let rip against feminists and all the 
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other “social justice warriors” they despised in the world of gaming and 

beyond. According to some estimates, more than 2m messages with the 

hashtag #gamergate were sent in September and October 2014. 

The campaign used the entire spectrum of social-media tools. 

Videos, articles and documents leaked to embarrass enemies—a 

practice known as doxing—were posted to YouTube and blogs. Twitter 

and Facebook circulated memes.” When traditional media noticed it, it 

was misinterpreted as a legitimate debate that needed both sides to be 

heard, when it was actually a bullying campaign.  

The episode showed how people with malicious intent were 

learning how to use social media to not only further their agendas but 

also to program your response and they’ve become very good at it. In 

disturbing and destructive ways, the promise of activist idealism has 

been eclipsed by the nefarious squalor of predatory programming to the 

extent that truth itself becomes a manufactured commodity constructed 

by the folks with the savviest programmer. Algorithms can now allow a 

campaign to send out 50 to 60 thousand different versions of a 

campaign ad every hour, with a single one of those versions targeting as 

few as 12 people in a political district. (The Economist) Because of the data 
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compiled from your time online, they can discern what buttons they can 

push in you to elicit their desired response, and I don’t care how 

independently minded and wise to the world you think you are, you are 

vulnerable to it. Somewhere, Pavlov is popping the cork on a bottle of 

bubbly. 

Of course, we are not the first generation to experience a sea 

change in the extent to which the tools of communication can be 

weaponized and used maliciously against others.  It happened with the 

advent of the printing press and again with the telephone, the radio, 

and the television. Theologians like Karl Barth and Reinhold Niebuhr 

point out the incongruity between scientific/technological progress and 

notions of human progress. Each new discovery or invention does 

nothing to elevate our morality or vanquish our immorality. Niebuhr 

observed that “power is a poison which blinds the eyes of moral insight 

and lames the will of moral purpose.” 

For a number of weeks now, we have been journeying with the 

people of the Exodus. Delivered from slavery, sustained in the 

wilderness, pardoned for their iniquity, and shepherded to a land called 

promise, the future appears pregnant with possibility. But before the 
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Israelites get the keys and tip the movers, Moses warns them, “When 

the Lord your God has brought you into the land that he swore to your 

ancestors, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to give you—a land with 

fine, large cities that you did not build, 11 houses filled with all sorts of 

goods that you did not fill, hewn cisterns that you did not hew, 

vineyards and olive groves that you did not plant—and when you have 

eaten your fill, 12 take care that you do not forget the Lord, who 

brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. 13 The 

Lord your God you shall fear; him you shall serve, and by his name 

alone you shall swear.”  

Then, as the moving vans clear the driveway and the cable guy 

shows up, Moses’ successor Joshua reiterates Moses’ words in the form 

of a covenant between God and the people. 13 I gave you a land on 

which you had not labored, and towns that you had not built, and you 

live in them; you eat the fruit of vineyards and oliveyards that you did 

not plant. 14 "Now therefore revere the Lord, and serve him in sincerity 

and in faithfulness; put away the gods that your ancestors served 

beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the Lord. 15 Now if you are 

unwilling to serve the Lord, choose this day whom you will serve, 
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whether the gods your ancestors served in the region beyond the River 

or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you are living; but as for me 

and my household, we will serve the Lord." 

Without hesitation the Israelites respond with a chorus of me too, 

me too, me too. "Far be it from us that we should forsake the Lord to 

serve other gods; 17 for it is the Lord our God who brought us and our 

ancestors up from the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery, and 

who did those great signs in our sight. He protected us along all the way 

that we went, and among all the peoples through whom we passed … 

we also will serve the Lord, for he is our God." Bring on the peanuts, cut 

the cake, and pour the punch, let’s get this party started! 

Except, here the covenantal ceremony takes a strange turn. 

Instead of a blessing for the brownies and bundt cake provided for the 

reception by the members of Circle #3, Joshua declares, “You cannot 

serve the Lord.”  Wait! What? “You cannot serve the Lord.”  What’s 

going on here? We’ve been peeking in on the Exodus people for weeks as 

God has led them through the wilderness for decades with the stated 

purpose that they would be a people in relationship with and in the 
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service of the Living God, and now General Buzzkill, after all this time, 

tells them they are not up to it?  

Sure, the people were a little glib in claiming they were all in, 

fully committed, but Joshua is so resolute in his assessment of their 

inability to live up to their promise.  Why the pessimism?  Well, you 

know why. If you’ve been peeking in on the Exodus narrative along with 

us, you know why.  At every point along the way, the people have shown 

every ability to doubt, to complain, to choose what’s behind door #2; and 

every willingness to give up, to be seduced by a false narrative of the 

past and attracted to all the options of the present. Joshua knows Israel 

just as God knows us. 

Every new discovery, new technology, new opportunity, new 

relationship, new endeavor, new beginning brings with it the possibility 

for good but also brings seemingly infinite options for that which is less 

than the good, and each new day we are vulnerable to be drawn into 

that which is less than the good, particularly when we assume we know 

the difference.  Niebuhr said, “To the end of history, social orders will 

probably destroy themselves in an effort to prove they are 

indestructible.” 
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Joshua’s buzz-killing pessimism, believe it or not, actually 

provides what Israel needs, what we need the most to see the future 

with hope.  Ultimately, our hope is not in what we can do, but what God 

can do through us.  Paul said, “I do not understand my own actions. For 

I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate … So I find it to 

be a law that when I want to do what is good, evil lies close at hand. 22 

For I delight in the law of God in my inmost self, 23 but I see in my 

members another law at war with the law of my mind, making me 

captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. 24 Wretched man 

that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? 25 Thanks be to 

God through Jesus Christ our Lord! 

Likewise, in Ephesians it says, “For by grace you have been saved 

through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God— 9 

not the result of works, so that no one may boast.” 

Peter observes such when he tells Jesus, “Lord, to whom can we 

go? You have the words of eternal life. 69 We have come to believe and 

know that you are the Holy One of God." 
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Indeed, it is the sentiment in that most powerful prayer we sang 

last week, 

O to grace how great a debtor 

Daily I'm constrained to be! 

Let that grace now like a fetter, 

Bind my wandering heart to Thee. 

Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it, 

Prone to leave the God I love; 

Here's my heart, O take and seal it, 

Seal it for Thy courts above. 

The promise of social media has certainly been matched by the 

insidiousness of its dark side, but really it is just an amplification of 

what has always been present. We’ve always been more vulnerable to 

the malevolent intentions and influence of others than we would admit 

or acknowledge or even realize.  

Our hope is not in ourselves or even in an ideal. Our hope is in a 

person, Jesus Christ, who alone can help us to discern the good from the 

less than good; whose life and witness, revealed in the gospels, provides 

a light upon the good.  
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To what are you tethered that will help you discern all the claims 

to truth out there? What is it that will help you to say, “Whoa! Wait a 

minute!” when the ridiculous is paraded as truth, like when an elected 

state official, a proud Christian, intimates that the proper response to 

the Texas church massacre is for more people to bring more guns to 

church. Does that sound like Jesus or have any connection to anything 

Jesus ever said or did?  Nuh, uh, uh! 

 In the new land called Israel, Joshua wanted the people to trust 

in God more than they trusted in themselves, and just as then, this is 

our hope in this new age. With Peter, let us confess, “Lord, to whom can 

we go? You have the words of eternal life.”  And so, may God’s grace, 

now like a fetter, bind our wandering hearts to the Lord. Amen.  


