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THE TWENTY-THIRD SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Are You Ready?
Amos 5:18-24; Matthew 25:1-13

As I read this familiar parable again last week, I laughed to myself
because I thought how much it sounded like a first century version of The
Bachelor!  When I read about ten giddy maidens waiting for the bridegroom
to arrive, I thought about them competing to see which one would get him to
the altar that evening.  Then I was reminded that the Jewish tradition at the
time was for other young women to meet the bridegroom when he arrived,
walk together to the bride’s house, and then they would all make their way to
the wedding banquet.  It was not a contest for a husband but it was an
important social event which no one wanted to miss.  Sadly, in Jesus’ story,
half of the maidens missed out.

This is what the kingdom of heaven will be like, Jesus told his followers. 
The kingdom is a celebration and, if you aren’t wise and prepared, you just
might miss out.  You don’t want to miss out when God is here.

In stark contrast, Amos draws a very different picture of what a visitation
from God might be like.  The Hebrew people were confident that someday
God would visit them.  They referred to the event as “the Day of the Lord,”
and a happy day it would be because they believed God would show up,
destroy all of their enemies, and establish to the world that Israel was the
chosen people of God.  Ah, what a grand experience that would be . . . except
that Amos didn’t see it that way.  While all of Israel imagined the Day of the
Lord to be their salvation, Amos imagined it as a day of reckoning when God
would discipline his people for their lack of righteousness and justice.  His
metaphors were brilliant.  That day, he said, will be like someone running
away from a lion, thinking he had escaped to safely only to turn a corner and
be met by a bear.  That day would be like entering the comfort and security
of your home only to be bitten by a snake.  Instead of a sunshiny day of
celebration, it would be a gloomy day of despair.  As Alanis Morissette would
say, “Isn`t it ironic?”

We have to ask ourselves why.  Why would the Day of the Lord, the
visitation of God, be so contrary to what people expected?  After all, they were
the people chosen by God to share with the world that there was but one true



and living God.  According to Amos, it was because the people of Israel had
traded living faithfully in the world for hiding their sin under the cover of
worship and religious festivals.  Instead of executing justice for the poor, they
sacrificed their best calves in the temple.  Rather than treat all people with
kindness, they cried endless prayers at the altar.  To drown out the lament of
suffering that echoed throughout the land, they played their harps loudly and
sang even louder.  Instead of living righteously, they worshiped relentlessly.

In Amos’ estimation, God was not at all happy, so he warned the people
to clean up their act unless they wanted the Day of the Lord to end in misery
instead of triumph.  Rather than burnt offerings and the sacrifice of fatted
animals, God wanted justice to rain upon the earth and righteousness to
refresh the land like rivers of water enlivening the arid soil.  Amos warned his
people that God was coming to visit, but, unless they changed their ways, the
visit would not be a pleasant one.

Jesus also talked about a visitation from God which should end in
celebration.  He did so in this parable of the wise and foolish maidens, a
method he often used to teach people about God.  He described the kingdom
of heaven as being like ten young women who were waiting for the
bridegroom to come and escort them to the wedding feast.  He was delayed
and the young women fell asleep.  When he finally arrived at midnight, their
lamps had burned low.  Five of the young ladies were prepared with extra oil
to refill their lamps after the wicks were trimmed, but the other five had been
lazy and neglected to bring extra oil.  While they rushed to find someone who
would sell them oil in the middle of the night, the bridegroom and the other
young women met the bride at her home and made their way to the banquet. 
When the five foolish bridesmaids finally arrived, the door was locked and no
one else could enter.   They were turned away.  They missed their chance to
join the party.  I guess, in that way, the parable is a lot like a so-called reality
television show.  If you snooze, you lose!  If you are not prepared, if you don’t
stay on top of your game, if you don’t bring extra oil for your lamp, you just
might miss out on the celebration.  If you’re not ready when God comes, you
might just miss the celebration of God’s presence.

There is a distinct difference in these two imaginings of what a visit from
God might be like.  For Amos, instead of a military and political victory to
vindicate the God’s people, it might be a comeuppance to straighten out their
misguided ways of living together.  For Jesus, the visitation of God will be
happy and celebratory.  There is no gloom and doom unless, that is, you are
one of the foolish invitees who is too lazy and unconcerned to be ready
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whenever God might arrive.  Such people miss out on a visit from God
because they are neither eager nor alert to the opportunity to be in the
presence of God.  They blow their chance at genuine happiness.  They
squander their opportunity to encounter God.  They miss the celebration that
is the kingdom of heaven on earth.

What do these two ancient stories have to teach us today?  We do not
live in a time and place where competing tribes are constantly attacking one
another.  Or do we?  We do not live in a time when some people are allowed
in and others are kept out of what is of supreme importance to the community. 
Or do we?  What do Amos and Jesus have to say to us about being ready
when God comes to visit?

In both accounts, a visitation by God is supposed to end with a
celebration of God’s sovereignty and love.  When God is near, everyone
ought to be happy–including God.  Amos’ point is that God is not pleased
when we live in such a way as to ignore the real needs and challenges of the
people around us.  God is not happy when we mistreat certain people or
consider that they are not worthy of our care or God’s concern.  God is not
happy when we take advantage of one another for our own benefit.  If God is
not happy, none of us will be happy.

Likewise, Jesus imagines a visitation by God to be a joyous occasion,
like a wedding feast.  Yet, if we are not ready, we might miss out.  Being
ready means that we take seriously the privilege and opportunity of
encountering God so that we are always open and available to God.  We are
to be certain that we are in the right place at the right time, which does not
necessarily mean being in church.  Worship is important.  It is the most
important thing we do as followers of Christ and we should not neglect it.  Yet,
often our most poignant and engaging encounters with God are out in the
world where human need meets Christian response.

I love to hear the stories of how you encounter God in the world.  Some
of you have told me of taking the kindness kits that were prepared for
Lakeside Involved, ziploc bags that have some toiletries, snacks, and other
goodies that might make the day a little easier for someone down on their
luck.  You have related how finally having a way to engage with the person
standing on the street corner asking for help changed your perspective on
their life and made you more open to them.
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I heard from one of you who was approached at a carwash by two
travelers who asked for help with food.  This person drove to a local
restaurant and bought them a gift card so they could choose what and when
they wanted to eat.  They were treated with kindness and dignity.

Another one of you told me that you discovered someone sleeping in
their car on your property.  Instead of calling the police or running them off,
you found out something about them and, feeling safe in doing do, pointed out
another place on the property where they could safely park for a few days.

I know that you help struggling families with utilities, support children
with educational needs, comfort friends who are grieving and troubled, work
tirelessly to make our community kinder and healthier.  I know that you have
stepped up when someone was taking advantage of a stranger, that you have
been kind to a clerk who has just been harassed by an angry patron, that you
have given an extraordinarily large tip to the waitress who is weary on her feet
and barely able to make ends meet.

I know that you sometimes stand in extremely controversial places in
order to defend the right of someone to live honestly in the world, to demand
equality for all people, to insist that we do things better than we have done
them in the past.  I know about your efforts to live rightly and to do justice and
I know that you sometimes pay a price for doing so.  I also know that your
lamps are trimmed and full of oil in anticipation of God coming near.  The
good news is that you have already been in the presence of God when you
have shown love to one another.

Amos uses a vivid and somewhat humorous image when he describes
God’s reaction to our false piety.  The text reads, “I hate, I despise your
festivals, and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies.  Even though you
offer me your burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them . . . ”
Amos 5:21-22a).  A direct translation reads, “I will not smell them,” which is,
of course a reference to the aroma of burning sacrifices.  The image is of God
holding his nose, closing his eyes, covering his ears to the offensive attempt
at worship to cover the offensive abuse of fellow human beings.1  God is not
monkeying around with their see no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil ignoring
of their behavior outside of worship.  God is offended by religious actions that
seek to condone or cover up violations of human worth and dignity. 

1John C. Shelley, “Commentary on Amos” in Mercer Commentary on the Bible, Watson E. Mills and
Richard F. Wilson, eds. (Macon: Mercer University Press, 1995), 751.
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On the other hand, Jesus reminds us that when our lives are in good
order, when we are ready for God’s appearing, when we live by truth and
righteousness and justice, then the day culminates in a celebration of being
in the presence of God.

Jesus’ presence on this earth taught us that “The Day of the Lord” is not
a military or political victory brought about by God on behalf of God’s people. 
It is not intended to be a time of turmoil and distress.  It is supposed to be an
experience of joy and celebration.  And it will be, if we are ready.  If we keep
our lamps trimmed and filled with oil by letting “justice roll down like waters,
and righteousness like an everflowing stream,” then the door to the feast will
be open to us all and the bridegroom who is Christ will welcome us to the
party.  The key is that we do not know when Christ will be present among us
so we have to live as if it might be the next moment . . . because it probably
is!  Amen.
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November 8, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

On this good day, made bright by your presence with us, we are grateful
to be gathered in worship, O God.  While we long to be together in our
sanctuary, to see our friends, to hear our choir, to feel the collective energy
of our love for you, we are satisfied that we are doing what is good and right
and safe.  Center our spirits.  Calm our anxious hearts.  Touch our souls with
the grace of your love.

We are grateful for all of the goodness that has come our way these
past days.  The beauty of a fall day always delights our senses as we see the
earth change and adjust to the times.  We pray that we might respond in ways
that are as beautiful and purposeful to the changing times in which we live. 
We are grateful for family and friends who are supportive in so many ways,
for our community which offers us a good place to live, and for this nation
which has a rich, though complicated history, a tense and uncertain present
moment, but a bright and hopeful future.

As we all await the conclusion of the election, we pray for the people
who are counting ballots and overseeing our democracy in action.  Grant
them energy, concentration, and resilience to do their job well.  Open to us
the ability to be gracious and accepting of the will of the people, whatever it
might be.  Above all, help us to find a way to work together for the good of our
nation and its people.  Have mercy on us, O God.

The call for justice and righteousness is not new to us.  We have heard
it all of our lives.  It is the heartbeat of the Gospel.  Enable us to find ways to
live rightly by doing justice on a daily basis.  Open our eyes to the people
around us who are not doing well, who suffer at the whims and wrath of other
people, and who need an advocate for fairness.  Open our ears to the stories
of people who are so different from us in many ways but just like us in the
most important ways.  Open our mouths to speak on behalf of the weak, the
poor, the marginalized, and the abused so that they will have a voice for what
is right and good.  Open our hearts, O God, to one another and temper the
anger and dissonance that so often colors the ways we speak to one another. 

Grant us peace, O God, in our hearts, our minds, and our lives.  Help
us to love in ways we have never imagined and to bless in ways that are
counter to our impulses.  Teach us grace such as we have learned only from
you through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.


