
23rd Sunday after Pentecost (A): CCSY, 12 November 2017 
Amos 5:18-24; 1 Thess 4:9-18; Matt 25:1-13 

 
There’s a greeting card for every sermon; or is it the other way round?  The one I have 
in mind features a rather schmultzy image of our Lord knocking on a door over the 
caption ‘Jesus is coming . . . look busy!’   
 
On Cup Eve, Leanne and I relived our misspent youths by going to see Midnight Oil.  
We put our blanket down on the lawn at the Myer Music Bowl, drank over-priced beer, 
bought over-priced T-shirts, and then stood up with other old-ish-looking people to 
shuffle to some our favourite tunes.  One crowd-pleaser was ‘Short Memory’: a 
typically homiletic lament of humanity’s collective amnesia. 
 
On this Remembrance Day weekend, our thoughts turn to the costliness of that short 
memory: 99 years since the Armistice; and 79 years this weekend since Kristallnacht, 
the ‘night of broken glass’ when thousands of German Jews were rounded up and 
incarcerated, scores murdered, and hundreds of synagogues and businesses 
ransacked.   
 
A couple of weeks ago Mother Linda and I took the Year 6 students from our Parish 
School to the Jewish Museum.  Prominent on the historical timeline we walked 
together there was the Holocaust, prompting much discussion and reflection back in 
class.  ‘How could such a thing happen?’, they asked.  Because human beings have 
short memories; because the struggle of humanity against tyranny is the struggle of 
memory against forgetting.1 
 
The Church, however, like the mother faith of Judaism, is charged with the task of 
remembering – a verb that occurs some 130 times in the Hebrew Bible, and which is 
the central action of this and every Eucharistic celebration. 
 
During the Nazi regime the Bishop of Chichester, George Bell, befriended Martin 
Niemoeller, around whom the German Confessing Church rallied in reaction against 
the policies of the Third Reich.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer was another with whom Bell met 
and corresponded, making representation on behalf of these opposition movements 
to the Convocation of Canterbury and the House of Lords, as well as internationally 
through his ecumenical connections.2   
 
‘The Church,’ Bishop Bell told the British press in 1940, ‘ought to declare what is just.  
It has a right to prophesy.’3   
 
For Amos, prophesy was not a right but a duty: take away from me the sights and 
sounds and smells of your liturgies, and let justice roll down like waters. 
 

                                                 
1  Milan Kundera 
2  John Riches, ‘Talking Points from Books’, ExpTim119.4 (2008)157-60, and see 158-59. 
3  As cited by Andrew Chandler, Piety and Provocation: A Study of George Bell, Bishop of  
 Chichester; Humanitas Subsidia 4, (Trowbridge: Cromwell Press, 2008), 45.  



 

 

The ‘day of the Lord’ – a definitive in-breaking of God’s just reign which, in some sense, 
all of our readings this morning anticipate – is not, according to Amos, something that 
Israel should get too excited about: ‘Why do you want the day of the Lord?’, he asks 
rhetorically; ‘it might just be your worst nightmare!’  Israel was certainly ‘looking busy’ 
with a full calendar of Temple worship, but the riverbed of social and economic justice 
had been dammed to a trickle. 
 
The Apostle Paul is convinced his own generation will experience the end-times, and 
thus counsels the Thessalonians to ‘live quietly’, to ‘mind their own business’, and to 
relate primarily to other believers in the region.  He urges them to adopt a form of 
piety that sees sanctification or growth in holiness as the most urgent task by way of 
preparation for Christ’s coming.  
 
Towards the end of that same first century CE, Matthew’s church is beginning to come 
to grips with revised expectations, and what it means to be ‘kingdom-ready’ when the 
bridegroom is delayed.  For all of its apocalyptic overtones, this parable has a bit of 
pantomime about it, as all of the bridesmaids – wise and foolish alike – doze off whilst 
waiting for the bridegroom.  Clearly the imperative to ‘keep awake’ is not a call to 
insomnia for Matthew, or Paul.  When the bridegroom comes it will be obvious: 
there’ll be a trumpet, or a shout, or some other form of cosmic alarm clock – hopefully 
with a snooze button!   
 
What matters is not whether the bridesmaids are awake but whether they’re ready: 
‘the bridegroom came, and those who were ready, went with him into the wedding 
banquet’, albeit rubbing the sleep from their eyes.   To be ready is to have done – like 
the wise slave in the previous parable – what is needful in any given moment: in this 
instance filling their lamps; and in that case serving a meal – images that for Matthew 
suggest the announcement and the foretaste of God’s rule of justice, mercy, and love: 
the ever-coming kingdom of heaven. 
 
The climax of this great sequence of parables is the sheep and goats, by which 
Matthew reminds his readers that Jesus comes to them – to us – constantly, in the 
basic human needs of others, and that readiness to greet one’s brothers and sisters 
according to their needs is an index of one’s readiness to greet the Son of Man. 
 
Our worldview is very different from that of each of these texts.  Yet the call to 
kingdom-readiness – kingdom ‘fitness’ – is no less real and pressing for us.   
 
As we prepare for our Annual Meeting later this morning – a time to reflect on all that 
we’ve been busy doing these last 12 months – today’s readings combine to ask a very 
probing question: What is it that we most need to be busy with, in order to announce 
and foreshadow that kingdom in this given moment, here?  
 
In a tradition sees worship as the source and arbiter of mission, how do we avoid the 
‘disconnect’, the lapse of memory, the hypocrisy, that Amos decries? 
 



 

 

At its best, our liturgy – our festivals and solemn assemblies, our songs and melodies, 
even our smelly incense – will focus our attention on the community we serve, making 
us less complicit in, and less tolerant of, injustice; more willing to prophesy, to 
advocate, and to respond at the proper moment with the necessary thing – whether 
that be provision or provocation; solidarity or hospitality – so that the kingdom for 
which we pray daily might be known in daily bread, and the future to which God calls 
us may impinge on the present. 
 
In the face of human forgetfulness, Bishop Bell reminded his clergy and people – and 
anyone else who would listen – that ‘[t]he Church has [ ] a special duty to be a 
watchman for humanity.’4 
 
Such is the burden and privilege of our prophetic calling: to be watchers for humanity; 
people of long memories – memories shaped and re-shaped by Scripture, memories 
formed and re-formed by tradition, and informed by God-given reason – ready always 
to greet the bridegroom precisely where and when he is made known to us in human 
flesh; flesh he greets and graces each day, not least today in this banquet of bread and 
wine.  
 

Richard Treloar 
Christ Church South Yarra 

                                                 
4  1943, as cited by Chandler, Piety and Provocation, 49. 


