21st Sunday after Pentecost 
Sermon 11.6.11
Scripture:	Joshua 24:1-3a, 14-25
		Matthew 25:1-13

She sat at the counter, this woman.  We’ll call her Kate.  She was drinking her coffee and reading the paper.  It was a small coffee shop, so she could feel everyone else in the room.  This isn’t saying much.  Until just now there were only two others there—a woman about her age who was reading in the easy chair beside the door and the much younger woman (girl, really) who worked there.  But then an older man came in.  He ordered a coffee and glanced around for a seat.  Though there were three stools at the counter, Kate was sitting herself on the center one and, with her back to the searching man, she effectively closed him out from sitting there.  There were four easy chairs around the low table where the other woman sat reading, and Kate could hear her say, matter of fact, “These are open.”  
He sat.  And then he began to talk, Kate assumed, to the woman across the table from him.  At first, he commented about what he was noticing in the paper that Kate could hear rattling and snapping in his hands.  Then he began to tell about himself.  He was from Great Barrington.  I mean, not originally.  He’d recently moved to Great Barrington, after being away from the Berkshires for several years.  He was originally from Lee, and he was hoping to move back up here because it’s where the job is.  I mean not here, in Stockbridge, but in Lee.  But he had got a good rental situation in Great Barrington.  He didn’t want to just walk away from that.  But all the driving…
Finally he got around to wondering about the woman he was talking at.  “What do you do?” he asked.  There was a pause before she admitted, “I’m the pastor of the church in Monterey.”  This piqued Kate’s interest.  Though a writer, she had a heart for that sort of work.  She also had a good friend who studied for a time at the divinity school at Harvard.  He always spoke highly of the way that this informed the rest of his work as a journalist.  Slowly, Kate peeked over her reading glasses toward the pastor.  Their eyes met, and the pastor smirked and waved.  She said to the man, “People like to check out the one who has that for an answer.”  
And who knows what Kate was thinking as she turned back to her newspaper?  I tried to track her down so I could ask her.  But she wasn’t in any of the places I’ve spotted her in the time since.  So I can only guess.  Here’s my guess: that she remembered Joshua’s words to the Israelites and supposed that perhaps someone didn’t perform due diligence before deciding to go ahead and ordain me.
This scene is the last in the book of Joshua, a book that chronicles “in violent detail…the way in which the land given by God was taken by Israel.”  This is Walter Brueggemann writing, the great Old Testament scholar and greater still prophetic voice for us today.  He continues, in regard to the Israelites under Joshua’s leadership, “…now there were decisions to be made of life-or-death proportion concerning life in the new land.”
The fact that the people were following Joshua’s lead was because Moses was now dead—had indeed died just before leading the people into this Promised Land.  This was the story we heard two weeks ago, of Moses leading the people to the edge of the land of Canaan, of Moses’ glimpsing it there in the distance, and of him then dying in Moab, never to enter the land himself, instead to buried in an unknown site just outside.   As for last week, the story we might have heard was of Joshua being blessed to pick up where Moses left off—might have but for the snow and for it’s having been Godly Play Sunday.  
Here’s what we missed.  The Lord promised to be with Joshua just as he’d been with Moses; and Joshua led the people through the river Jordan into the Promised Land just as Moses had done through the Red Sea into the wilderness.  The Ark of the Covenant, which the priests Joshua had chosen carried on their way, was the means by which the flowing water stopped that the people might cross; and once on the other side, the people began their taking of the land.  
It wasn’t always a pretty sight.
At the end of the book now—as the people settled into their new state, as the people begin to enjoy the richness of the land that was now theirs—Joshua reiterated the choice that Moses first spoke and that Israel must make yet again, the choice of whether to serve the Lord or not.  As for why they needed to reaffirm their commitment, Brueggeman claims, “Here was a land of extravagant abundance, such that it might seduce Israel into amnesia about its true character and mandate as the people of YHWH.  Israel may have been tempted to embrace the alternative gods that occupy the good land.  The text revolves around the shrewd, ironic awareness that the good land was a seductive land in which crucial choices must be made.”
Perhaps it doesn’t need to be said that Mr. Brueggemann is writing both about ancient Israel in its land of milk and honey and about contemporary America.  But maybe it does need to be said, as our society faces now a similar choice of what sort of society we mean to be.  Brueggemann continues, “Joshua attests to his community that he and his household have chosen covenantal life with YHWH: the God who has given both the land and the commandments of Sinai; the God who requires a commitment that will impinge upon every dimension of public life—social, political, and economic.”  I’m paraphrasing now, that this is a God who is uncompromising, a jealous God committed to neighborly justice and the organization of the economy for the sake of the weak and vulnerable.  This is a serious God to choose, and since it’s not the only option, Joshua means truly to put it before the people:  “…if you are unwilling to serve the Lord, choose this day whom you will serve…”  
It wasn’t the only time he would put the decision before them.  Suspecting that they were glib in their first response, “We will also serve the Lord, for he is our God,” he put it to them again.  “You cannot serve the Lord, for he is a holy God…If you forsake the Lord…he will turn and do you harm…”  The people proclaimed again, “No, we will serve the Lord!”  The third time, now more of a warning, “You are witnesses against yourselves.”  “We are witnesses,” they agreed.  And then they made their covenant, promising, “The Lord our God we will serve, and him we will obey.”  
The threat of punishment might turn us off.  I know it does me.  The threat that I’ll be punished if I fall short of what I’m to do, if I fail in some way, makes the whole endeavor (whatever it might be) less appealing.  The threat that we’ll be punished if we don’t fulfill our promise to serve the Lord might make the whole enterprise of serving the Lord seem cheap—compelled as it were more by whip than by hope.  As for me, I like doing things that have intrinsic value.  I bet it’s as for you, too, that you like doing things whose reward is to be found in the doing of them and whose punishment, if you will, is to be found in the not-doing, in the denying yourself the chance to participate in something of enduring value.  
Natural consequences more than divine punishment: a close reading of Jesus’ parable not only allows for this but demands it.  Consider that perhaps the bridesmaids who were closed out of the wedding feast were closed out long before the groom arrived and the feast began—their absent-mindedness about it amounting to a missed opportunity.  Consider likewise that perhaps the bridesmaids who were allowed entry to the wedding feast were welcomed in long before the party had actually begun—their anticipation of it amounting to their dawning participation in it, their expectation of the feast amounting to the beginning of its fulfillment for them.  
That the groom was delayed was a detail for the congregation for whom Matthew wrote this gospel.  Now 50 or 60 years after Jesus’ death and resurrection, the people of this congregation were likely flagging in their faith as Jesus’ return wasn’t immanent as they’d once thought it would be.  It’s a detail for us well.  Now 2000 years later, we who await the coming Christ likely have an even less clear sense of what exactly it is for which we wait.  It’s a detail that is in effect an invitation that we understand such faithful waiting not as a feat for which we will gain eventual reward but to be itself the reward—the first taste of the heavenly feast, the dawning light of God’s new day, the first sounding forth of eternal praise.   
We have to work a little harder to get to such understanding in Joshua’s exhorting the Israelites.  He did after all tell them that, if the people turned and served other gods, then the Lord God would turn and do them harm, would consume them after having done them such good.  But this calls to my mind the earliest story of divinely promised punishment, the Lord God telling Adam and Eve that the day they ate of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil was the day they would die.  They ate anyway, as we know—a whole story unto itself that I won’t get into now.  But when they ate, they didn’t die.  They became ashamed at their nakedness, and they became compelled to cover themselves with leaves.  Worse, they became perhaps subject to death, and perhaps also conscious of this new fact.  But they did not that day die.  Actually, what the Lord did in their regard was something else all together: the Lord made them clothes, sturdier than the ones they themselves had made out of leaves, these made of skins that would actually protect them to a degree in the harsh world where they would now live. 
This shouldn’t lower the stakes in what Joshua was putting before the people.  And it shouldn’t lower the stakes for us today, we who profess a desire to serve the Lord.  It should just put responsibility where it’s due: the Lord will be with us and will ever offer us a way into God’s abundant life, but if we choose our own way then this is what we’ll get, whereas if we serve the Lord then we’ll live the abundant life starting now; we’ll build a society that is closer to the kingdom of God; we’ll show compassion and mercy for all in the world, we’ll seek justice and righteousness in all levels of our living, because these have intrinsic, enduring worth.    
When I met Kate at a potluck gathering a couple weeks ago, I’d seen her a few days earlier at Haven in Lenox, where she was writing and I was, too.  I mentioned this and she told me a little about her writing life.  Eventually, of course, she got around to asking me about mine, so I explained that I’d been working on my sermon.  “I’m the pastor of the church in Monterey,” I said, more open than I sometimes am.  She remembered meeting me then, and she searched her memory for the moment—at some other gathering, she said, but she couldn’t quite land on where.  I doubted we’d met because I imagined I’d have remembered her.  She went on to say that if she hadn’t become a writer, she’d have gone the divinity school route.  She told me that one of her good friends had studied at the divinity school at Harvard, and I told her that this is where I’d studied, too—and then I knew I’d never met her before, because these were all things I’d surely recall. 
It wasn’t until the middle of the night a few days later that I did—awake and ruminating over something else and suddenly seeing her face as it peered at me over her glasses in Stockbridge Coffee.  And you might remember, too—this three-way encounter that spurred a sermon in the early summer.  She was in the background of the story, but as the target of my snark she might have stuck in your mind.  We laughed at the time of my telling it, as I remember.  But it’s pretty clear now that the whole thing amounts to a missed opportunity—or at least a delayed one.
[bookmark: _GoBack]So here’s an addendum to my ordination vows: I’m won’t be ashamed to admit that I’m your pastor anymore; I won’t be shy about confessing that I seek the serve the Lord, this God who enters the world but doesn’t rest easy here; I won’t not light my lamp (in doubt, in ambivalence, in absent-mindedness) but instead I’ll anticipate (which is to participate in) God’s kingdom as anyone will see.  Of course, Joshua was right in warning the people, “You cannot serve the Lord.”  But the Israelites were right too when they promised, “We will serve the Lord.”  
Thanks be to God.
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