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Josh.24:1-3, 14-25
   1 Thess. 4:13-18  
    Matt. 25:1-13

This has been a historic week.  There is no other way to express it.  Whatever were the peoples’ choices, the unprecedented voter turnout, the participation and involvement in the candidates and issues was incredible.  But, as our new President-elect has said, “our work has just begun.”  And the emphasis on the “our work” must be noted.  

In the economic turmoil of our country and the immense problems that face our nation and the world, it is a time when we must be involved, when we must act, and help unite our divided nation.  Most of us here, remember well the inaugural speech of John F. Kennedy when he challenged the nation: “Ask not what your country can do for you, but ask what you can do for your country.”  I won’t be surprised if our new president issues a similar challenge to every citizen.  How will we, individually and collectively, respond?  That remains to be seen.

It is a ‘most interesting of times’, and it is most interesting to hear our Bible lessons today in these times.  In the last chapter of Joshua, Joshua challenges the people of Israel as they stand at the threshold of their new land.  Joshua reminds them of all that God has done in freeing the people from slavery and leading them into their new land.  That history is summarized in the verses we skipped (vs.3-13) so I hope you will go back and read them.  In light of their history, he calls the people to decide whom they will serve.  
Time and again our scriptures tell us how the people of God become complacent in their commitment to God and lapse into worshipping other gods from the “world around them.”   Now they are called to make a decision to serve Yahweh or the status quo—the same old, the same old.  This is a pivotal point in their history and Joshua calls them to make a new covenant, a new promise to God.  We are called to do the same as our church year comes to a close and we begin anew in Advent in three short weeks.

“As for me, and my house, we will serve the Lord,” says Joshua.  Are we willing to make a new decision, a new covenant with God?  One of the misunderstandings of the church is that once an individual’s act or decision of faith is made that it endures for a lifetime.  The history of the people of Israel suggests otherwise.  They are now facing a new future and it calls for a new covenant between the people and their God.  The same is true for us as individuals and as a congregation.  There are times in our history when we need to pause and reassess our commitment.  For me, this is certainly one of those times and it is an opportunity.

Our gospel reading from Matthew might seem strange and disconnected to us.  However, there is a very real link.  For it too, calls us to take the time for sober assessment and to thus, be prepared.  

Imagine this: in tomorrow’s mail, you discover a very unusual and elegant envelope.  Even the paper feels different from anything you have ever received.  The writing—addressed to you—is hand-lettered and of beautiful script.  Then you note the seal—the presidential seal.  Your hands, like mine, would probably be uncontrollably shaking along with your racing heart.  

It may take you and me a few minutes to just look at this envelope in utter amazement and disbelief, but we will open it.  I doubt it would be tossed out with the recycle trash.  Inside the envelope is an elegant invitation to the President-elect’s inauguration plus the feast and ball that follows.  Politics aside, what would you do?  How would you feel?  What would be your response?  

Just to play this out a little bit more—how would you prepare for such an occasion?  I doubt you would just throw some jeans and a T-shirt into a rucksack and head off for Washington DC.  I think all of us would want to be in our best attire and be prepared for this historic event.  

This scenario is not far from what Matthew is talking about here.  He is reminding the Christians, who so badly wanted Christ to return in their lifetime, to not just idly wait but to be active and alert disciples.  Matthew uses a common experience in life—a wedding and feast—to illustrate what he meant.  God is in charge of this wedding and has sent out an invitation to all.  God’s invitation is inclusive of everyone.  However, the time has not been set.  

Like the ten bridesmaids, we can be dressed and ready, our oil lamps lit.  But what if the call doesn’t come when we think it will.  We, like these maidens, will probably tend to lose focus, get drowsy and nod off. Even Peter, James and John fell asleep in the Garden of Gethsemane with Jesus nearby.  Five of the maidens had extra flasks of oil for their lamps and when the call that the Bridegroom was coming went out, they were ready to go.  Five were not.  Their oil reserves were just about out.  They didn’t realize that this feast was everything, that to be there called for investment of one’s total being and every resource—surplus included.  The foolish didn’t know the importance of the meal.  

What are the expectations of your heart and mine?  How do we rank this feast?  Are we here for just a taste, or are we here to be dazzled by a foretaste?  I suspect that the five and five live within all of us.  That is why now is the time to take a closer look at ourselves.  Foolish ones come here seeking a morsel of god stuff, a welcome change from the week’s agenda.  Foolish ones, we seek here a morsel which will supply relief from the complexities of our lives.  A taste among many.  Let me enjoy the taste of the churchly community.  Let me enjoy the mystery-filled ritual of it all; let me taste the flickering lights and the holy sound of the ages.  Are we here for just tastes then off we go about our business enjoying and tasting from all the other appetizers offered us?

Or, are we called to be dazzled by foretaste, by the feast only God offers us.  Watch, be alert, be prepared are the cries we hear in these weeks before Advent.  This is serious business and we are being called to sober assessment.  What is each of us going to do with our “White House” invitation?  
Are we going to toss it on the pile to deal with at some later time when we’re not so busy?  Or are we going to prepare ourselves now for the big event?  How will we, from this moment on, use our time, our talents, and our resources for the Kingdom of God?  Are we wise or are we foolish?

Amen.  

