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Reformation Sunday - October 27, 2002

"Justify"
  Jeremiah 31:31-34 

  Romans 3:19-28 

  John 8:31-36 


Computers are fascinating. When you type using a word processing program, the software will do many things for you automatically. I like programs that check your spelling automatically, but I don't like those that correct it automatically. You can get some really weird stuff! 

On many word processing programs, the author is given options on how to format the text. The software will "Align left," "Center," "Align right" or "Justify" the text automatically...on the fly...or whenever you tell it to format. That word "Justify" is interesting. It means that some little brain somewhere automatically adds or eliminates spaces, and in some cases partial spaces, so that the columns appear with nice straight lines of type on both sides.

This little button helps to illustrate one of the most difficult concepts to teach to confirmation students. The original copy is made with a nice neat margin at the left side, but the right is all ragged and out of alignment. The lines of the original copy can also be much longer than the final columns, so lines have to be divided between various words. Spaces were originally typed between those words, so the spaces have to be omitted or ignored or the left margin would be crooked. When the typing is "justified," the crooked margins are made to appear nice and straight.  (See this paragraph.)
When we are "justified" by God, the same kind of thing happens—crooked things are made to appear straight. Sin puts our lives out of alignment—with God, with each other, even with ourselves. In the language of printers, justification refers to the alignment of the type, particularly the margins. In the language of the courts, justification refers to the acquittal of the accused. People are acquitted because they are not guilty, because the evidence is inconclusive or because their actions were justified by the circumstances. In the language of God, justification refers to the realignment of the unrighteous sinner with the most holy God. It is the acquittal of the guilty.

We are made right with God not because of a lack of evidence, but in spite of a preponderance of it. No action on our part and no circumstances can justify us. We are acquitted solely by the grace and mercy of the Judge.

Television has familiarized many of us with the language, procedures and workings of the courts. Police and detective shows make us angry at a system that releases the guilty on a technicality. Perry Mason and Matlock used to make us happy when they unraveled the one mysterious clue that would set the innocent free.

God's court is quite different. First of all, there are no technicalities because the Judge already has all the evidence. Second, He knows every guilty deed of the accused. Third, His verdict is not only final—it is ultimate. There is no higher court to which we can appeal. Since we are totally and thoroughly guilty, it would seem that we haven't got a prayer. But that is precisely what we do have.

Mason and Matlock urged their clients to trust them. If they were innocent, as all their clients seemed to be, and if they knew the sterling reputations of their attorneys, this would be very reassuring.

If, however, as in the case of our trial before God, we are as they say, "guilty as sin," then we may not feel so confident. But our Advocate, Jesus, also urges us to trust Him. He compels us to plead guilty and to throw ourselves on the mercy of the Court. He promises that, although we will be found guilty, we will be acquitted. He has paid our penalty and we are set free. Whatever is crooked will now appear straight. Our errors will be found out, but forgiven, and then revised so that they no longer appear.

In Sunday's Gospel lesson, Jesus says, "Anyone who commits sin is a slave to sin. The slave does not continue in the house forever; the son continues forever. So if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed." The word "justification" does not appear in this text, but that is what it's all about.

The word does appear in Sunday's epistle lesson. It is one of Martin Luther's favorite words in one of his favorite passages, so it is very appropriate for Reformation Sunday. Three years ago, in the "Edit-O-Earl" for Reformation Sunday, I told the following story from Joe Harding's sermon, "A More Excellent Way." It is a story worth repeating.

One Friday morning, a man told his wife that he had decided to go to his boss and request a long overdue raise. Naturally, he was nervous and apprehensive. Toward the end of the day, he finally got up the courage to approach his boss and, to his pleasant surprise, the employer readily agreed that he was due an increase in salary.

When he arrived home, he noticed that the dining room table was set with the best dishes. Long candles burned with a soft, romantic light. His wife had prepared a festive meal. He assumed that someone from the office must have phoned her to tell her that he got the raise. He went into the kitchen, and told her the
splendid details. They kissed and then sat down to a delicious and wonderful meal. Beside his plate was a carefully lettered note that read, "Congratulations, Darling, I knew you'd get the raise! These things will tell you how much I love you.

When their feast approached its conclusion, the wife got up to get dessert. He noticed something fall from her pocket—a second note. He bent over, picked it up and read, "Don't worry about not getting the raise, Darling, you deserved it anyway! These things will tell you how much I love you."

Jesus Christ came to the world to tell us and show us how much God loves us. The meal He sets before us, usually complete with candles, cost Him His life. The bread that is His body broken into death for us and the wine that is His blood shed into death for us...these things tell us how much God loves us.
All Saints' Sunday - November 3, 2002

"Fortunate are you..."
  Isaiah 26:1-4, 8-9, 12-13, 19-21; 

  Revelation 21:9-11, 22-27, 22:1-5; 

  Matthew 5:1-12 


Glendon E, Harris once told a touching story about the mother of a 10-year old boy who was taken from her by a malignant disease. She knew something her neighbors and even her pastor did not yet appreciate. As they all stood by the grave amid the crying of relatives and the solemn faces of stunned friends, she asked for the opportunity to say a prayer. What could have been a morbid silence was transformed by her prayer into a quiet and holy moment. She prayed: "Dear God, thank you for the joy that Jimmy brought into my life. Help me to keep the memory of his love and to be worthy of it as long as there is life in me." 

Jesus said, "Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted."

Harris also observed that the word, "Blessed" or "blest" is an attempted translation of a Greek word that has no exact English equivalent. Some New Testament translations use the word "happy."

In a commentary on Matthew's Gospel, Robert H. Gundry suggests that the idea is more like "Congratulations!" The word implies that the person to whom it is directed is already in some way fortunate, and expresses an empathetic joy with them.

All of this only makes it more confusing that Jesus applies the word to people in nine different circumstances that we normally classify as UNfortunate...the poor in spirit, sorrowing, lowly, hungry and thirsty (even for righteousness), the merciful, pure hearted, peacemakers, persecuted and insulted. We live in a world that tends to equate good fortune with wealth, fame, prestige and power. The merciful, pure hearted and peacemakers would not normally be called unfortunate, but many of the so-called "fortunate" would call them soft and unimportant.

The text shows that Jesus is talking to His disciples. I am convinced He is also talking about them. It becomes clear in the last Beatitude, when He says, "Blessed are you when...." Hardship and suffering are like flies in the spring. Nobody wants them but they come anyway and they come to everybody. Fortunate are you if, when they come, you are a child of God.

We may think that Jesus chooses some rather odd ducks to congratulate and call fortunate or blessed, but then the saints are always sort of strange, at least by many standards. All Saints' Day brings to mind all those people who have stepped out on the limb of faith. We think of those living and those dead. The world would divide these two groups also into the fortunate and unfortunate. Christians, however, say, "Blessed are they who hear the Word of God and keep it and blessed are those who die in the Lord."

Since last All Saints' Day, I can think of a number of people who have entered the rolls of both blessed groups. Talk about something strange, I get a tightness in my throat and a mist in my eyes, when I think of either group.

From very good friends and family to those with whom I was barely acquainted, I can think of many who have passed from death to life. Some I didn't even know will bring mist to the eyes of those who read these pages.

Fortunate as well are those who heard the Word of God this year and held on to it...not in death but in a faithful Christian life. One of the things I miss most about being a parish pastor is the opportunity to baptize children and adults, especially the adults!  Fortunate are the baptized. Fortunate are you because someone, sometime, somewhere told you the Good News about Jesus, about His forgiveness and His life given over to death on the cross for you. Fortunate is anyone to whom you also tell that Good News!

Part of our good fortune is to be surrounded and supported by the rest of the saints. Even more important is the strong presence of Him who suffered for us and still suffers with us, just as He did for those whose lives are now in our memories.

Years ago, I clipped a little piece from a newspaper that I remember when the Beatitudes appear in the lessons. It is an uncomfortable reminder of how unfortunate are those whose lives lack faith and commitment. It is called "Satan's Beatitudes:"

"Blessed are they who are too tired and busy to go to church on Sunday, for they are my best workers.

Blessed are they who are bored with the minister's mannerisms and mistakes, for they get nothing out of the sermon.

Blessed is the church member who expects to be invited to his own church, for he is part of the problem instead of the solution.

Blessed are they who gossip and point, for they cause strife and divisions that please me.

Blessed are they who are easily offended, for they soon get angry and quit.

Blessed are they who do not give their offerings to carry on God's work, for they are my best helpers.

Blessed is he who professes to love God but hates his brother and sister, for he shall be with me forever.

Blessed are the troublemakers, for they shall be called the children of the devil.

The renowned British author, C. S. Lewis, wrote an autobiography that is titled "Surprised By Joy." In it he relates the two greatest surprises of his life. He had been a confirmed agnostic and a confirmed bachelor. He took great pride in being both. His first surprise was the gift of joy and faith in Christ. The second surprise was the gift of Joy, an American girl who was dying of cancer.

Lewis never had any intention of marrying her or anyone else. Joy needed to stay in England, but the only way she could secure a residence permit was to marry an Englishman. The bachelor's heart melted and he married her. The cancer went into remission for three years and C. S. Lewis discovered fun and delight during those years that he never had dreamed possible.

Lewis understood the "blessedness" and good fortune of the children of God. It is neither some glib glee, nor some pie in the sky by and by. It is a present joy that surprises us, particularly because of the times and circumstances in which it comes. Lewis wrote: "I had destroyed my religious life by a vicious subjectivism which made 'realizations' the aim of prayer; turning away from God to seek states of mind...what I wanted was a 'thrill,' a state of my own mind. And there lies the deadly error. Only when your whole attention and desire are fixed on something else...does the 'thrill' arise. It is a by-product. This, I say, is the first and deadly error—turning religion into a self-caressing luxury."

Someone else has written: "There is a wonderful, mystical law of nature that the three things we crave most in life—happiness, freedom and peace of mind—are always attained by giving them to someone else." The story at the beginning of this devotion reminds me of a similar event that took place after a tragic school bus accident. I have changed the names.

Several children were injured. Three died. Two of the grieving families lived right next door to each other. The Jones family had lived in the community for years and were members of a local church. They called on their pastor for the comfort and consolation of God's Word. Members of the "Committee for the Grieving" came by and visited, bringing both food and consolation. Many members of the church, along with other friends and family, gathered at the funeral. In her grief, the mother stayed home from church for the next few weeks and nursed her bitterness. She resented the fact that more members of the church had not come by and resented her husband even more because he disagreed with her anger.

One day, Mrs. Smith, the mother from next door, stopped in to visit. She shared her condolences over their mutual loss and then said, "I couldn't help but notice how the people from your church came by to see you."

"Oh, that committee has that job," snipped Mrs. Jones.

"Well, I think," said Mrs. Smith, "that you were very fortunate to have your own pastor for the services."
"That's what we pay pastors for isn't it?" said the other.

"I just meant," Mrs. Smith continued, "that you were fortunate because you knew him. As you know, we are new here. My husband and I have no family. All our friends are far away and we had to call a total stranger to have the services. Only the three of us and the funeral director were at the grave."

Mrs. Smith went on to say, "I have been sitting at home, alone in my grief for the last few weeks and I have decided to do something about it. I was wondering if you could help us to join your church. Maybe you and I should also join that committee, since we know what this is all about... and maybe we should go see the third family. I am determined that no one else I know about ever has to go through this alone."

Mrs. Jones interrupted her...not with words, but with heavy sobbing, throwing her arms tightly around her neighbor's neck. Two women found healing that day. The next day a third was surprised by a love and joy that she thought was lost forever. Since then, many more grieving people have been blessed, for they were comforted.

Third-Last Sunday in the Church Year - November 10, 2002

"May the Lord make your love increase
and overflow for each other"
  Job 14:1-6 

  1 Thessalonians 3:11-13 

  Matthew 24:15-28 


A few weeks ago I had chapel here at the LCMS International Center. I shared some thoughts on the opening words of Paul's First Letter to the Thessalonians. He said: "We always thank God for all of you, mentioning you in our prayers. We continually remember before our God and Father your work produced by faith, your labor prompted by love, and your endurance inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ." 

In the Edit-O-Earl for Pentecost 22, I drew your attention to those same words, especially Paul's favorites, "faith, love and hope." In one of his most quoted passages (First Corinthians 13), he wrote about them and closed, "and the greatest of these is...."

Wouldn't it be wonderful if everyone in the church began all communication with others in the church by thanking God for them? All God's children have been given faith, hope and love by the power of the Holy Spirit. We may all sin and have lots of shortcomings and do all sorts of things that upset each other or cause differences among us, but we still have good reason to thank God for each other. If we began that way, by giving thanks, I can't help but believe it would have a wonderful influence on how we finished.

This week's Epistle lesson, also from First Thessalonians, is not much different from Paul's beginning of the letter. In this lesson he says, "May the Lord make your love increase and overflow for each other and for everyone else, just as ours does for you."

The words seem innocent enough. It is common among Christians to speak of loving each other. We are only following our Leader when we do. Jesus said that the world would know we are His disciples because of our love for each other. But the plain facts are that there was a whole lot of hate in Thessalonica!

Paul first went there after suffering persecution, a physical beating and imprisonment, in Philippi. Later, he was forced to leave Thessalonica because of persecution there! In fact, some of the Thessalonians followed him and stirred up trouble for him in Berea as well. Persecution continued for any Thessalonians who came to faith in Christ as a result of Paul and others telling the Good News about Jesus to them.

Still later, knowing that they were continually being persecuted, Paul sent Timothy to find out how the believers in Christ were doing...particularly how they were withstanding the persecution. When Timothy returned with a good report about the Thessalonians, Paul wrote to the Thessalonians to encourage these new Christians to remain steadfast in the faith, clinging to God's grace in Christ.

When Paul wrote in verse 13 of Sunday's lesson, "May He [the Lord] strengthen your hearts so that you will be blameless and holy in the presence of our God and Father when our Lord Jesus comes with all His holy ones," his purpose was twofold. First, he was earnestly praying that God would preserve their Christian faith and life. Second, he was reminding them that the persecutors of the church have their day coming..."when our Lord Jesus comes with all His holy ones"!

Apocalyptic images of Archangel Michael and his warriors sharpening their swords in anticipation of bringing paybacks to persecutors are designed to reassure the persecuted. It's kind of like saying that, even if the U.S. Armed Forces don't find Bin Laden, Michael and his friends will!

But even in the midst of persecution and trouble, our love for each other must increase and overflow. The overflow part has the rich possibility of transforming our enemies into friends. That's why Paul didn't stop with just love for each other. He added, "and for everyone else."

He also added, "just as ours does for you." Again, this is so Christ-like. Jesus often urged His disciples and He urges us to love as we have been loved. Among His famous last words in the upper room, perhaps the most significant were, "A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another" (John 13:34).

He said that right after He had washed the disciples' feet and not long before He also said: "If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you. Remember the words I spoke to you: 'No servant is greater than his master.' If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also" (John 15:18-20).

The entire conversation took place on the night He was betrayed. It was the same night and about the same time He said about a piece of bread, "This is my body given for you." It was the same night and about the same time He said about a cup of wine, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you."

That is how much He loved them. That is how much He loves you.

I can't read these words of Paul without remembering those words of Jesus. Paul knew Jesus' words well; he repeated them in First Corinthians 11:24-25.

Jesus came to the world to change enemies into friends. Perhaps as our love increases and overflows, He is doing the same thing through us today. But we get in His way when we nurse our differences, instead of thanking Him for our faith, hope and love. We get in His way when we dwell on bad news and fail to tell the Good News about Jesus. We get in His way when we whimper about persecution in the church and neglect His mission to everyone outside it.

May the Lord make your love increase and overflow for each other and for everyone else, just as ours does for you. Amen.
Second-Last Sunday in the Church Year - November 17, 2002

"Part of the 'Co-'"
  Jeremiah 25:30-26:6 or Jeremiah 26:1-6 

  1 Thessalonians 1:3-10 or 3:7-11 

  Matthew 25:31-46 or 24:1-14 


As the Church Year closes, the appointed lessons look to the time of judgment. The Second-Last Sunday's Gospel lesson is Jesus' Parable of the Judgment, where He speaks of the Son of Man coming and separating the people like a shepherd separating the sheep from the goats. The basis of His judgment shocks both groups. It is based on how they did or did not minister to Him! And His concluding statement is justly famous: "Whatever you did (or did not do) for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did
(or did not do) for me." 

That parable reminds me of the traditional story of St. Martin of Tours. Martin was a Christian and a soldier in the Roman Army. One cold winter day, as he was riding into the city, a poor beggar stopped him and asked him for alms. Although Martin had no money, he was moved with compassion for the poor man who stood shivering in the cold. Taking off his soldier's coat, worn and frayed though it was, he cut it in two and gave half of it to the beggar.

That night, Martin had a dream in which he saw heaven and angels, with Jesus in the midst of them. Jesus was wearing half of a Roman soldier's cloak. One of the angels said to Him: "Master, why are You wearing that battered old cloak? Who gave it to You?"

The Lord answered softly, "My servant, Martin, gave it to me."

Love takes many forms: to the thirsty, it is a cool drink of water; to the hungry, it is food; to the naked, it is clothing; to the imprisoned, it is a caring visit; to those in darkness, it is light. The darkness of sin spreads over the entire world and people everywhere are in desperate need of the Gospel of God's grace and forgiveness in Christ. That need was apparently foremost in Jesus' mind when He ascended from His disciples' presence. He sent them to teach and baptize all peoples. The Great Commission is indeed a co-mission—we are all involved in it with each other and with our Lord Himself.

Sunday's Epistle lesson and the alternate lesson are repeats of recent Epistles. The first is the opening words of Paul's First Letter to the Thessalonians. Paul writes about persecution and we may think that persecution meant a temporary suspension of mission work. But by the power of God, persecution meant the advancement of the Gospel.

Persecutions of the Church and increasingly violent treatment of the faithful only increased the speed at which the Gospel spread. Human beings are poor students of history. Attempts to stop the spreading of the Word, to imprison the faithful and chain the messengers have continued right up to the present day. The only lasting enemy of the Gospel is the selfishness and apathy of those who have heard it and are now called to continue to spread it to others.

William C. Duckworth wrote an adaptation of The Parable of the Last Judgment, which probably leaves none of us comfortable as we read it:

"For when I was hungry, you were obese,
Thirsty and you were watering your lawn,
A stranger and you called the police and were glad to see me taken away,
Naked and you were saying, 'I don't have a thing to wear—I must get some new clothes tomorrow,'
Ill and you asked, 'Is it contagious?'
In prison and you said, 'That's where your kind belong.'"

I hasten to add that, while this adaptation is useful in waking us up, it’s only correct application to the parable is in the fact that we don't recognize Christ in our neighbor and will be surprised to learn how we did or did not serve Him. At the same time, it is important to see that Jesus could very well have told the story with a different emphasis: "I was in darkness and you didn't share the light. I was ignorant and you didn't teach me. I wallowed in the filth of unbelief and sin, and you didn't offer to help me be washed clean in Baptism."

My father was once invited to join an organization that had as one of its rules that members were forbidden to share their religious beliefs with fellow members. Pappy said, "If I were walking down a sidewalk next to a fellow who was about to step into an open manhole, I'd hate to belong to any organization that would prevent me from telling him." We can all applaud his conviction, but the fact is that there are people everywhere who are walking in a darkness for which we have the only Light that can save them. We must tell them!

The greatest detriment to foreign mission work is the selfishness of those who refuse to support it. The second greatest detriment is the one that stifles our spreading of the Gospel in our own backyards...apathy. It is not a negative indifference, but a lack of positive commitment to fulfilling the Great Commission, a failure to actively and enthusiastically be a part of the "co" in the co-mission. A truly unnerving and telling line from a Parable of the Last Judgment would be: "We were friends for many years, but the first time you ever asked what I believed or where I attended church was at my funeral."

You may recall that in his Letter to the Thessalonians, St. Paul wrote, "May the Lord make your love increase and overflow for each other and for everyone else." Paul may have anticipated a time of apathy. He may have thought that either the darkness all around us, or the sameness that can sweep over us with a cloud of boredom and indifference could one day take the enthusiasm from his beloved partners in the Gospel.

When we think about the mission, we can sometimes become overwhelmed by the sheer size of the task. At other times, we may worry about the abject poverty or the evil regimes that lock others into lives that are in jeopardy and danger every day. But our lack of zeal for either that work or the sharing of the Gospel at home is due far more, I believe, to the lack of positive and powerful influences in our lives. Paul knew that nothing was more positive or powerful than the love of God that is in Christ Jesus, our Lord. Instead of renouncing apathy, Paul prayed for the love of Christ to increase, to grow more and more in us and abound in our lives. Instead of wringing our hands over what is bad across the world, let us dedicate ourselves to bringing what is truly good.

There is no better place for us to start than by increasing the volume and frequency of that same good into our own lives. The love of Christ for us, which did not step back even when it came to humiliation, torture and, ultimately, death on a cross, still comes to us in Word and Sacrament. Christ and the Holy Spirit inspire and enrich, enliven and empower us today!

God's grace is always a surprise. It springs into our lives in unexpected ways and moments, but we also know where we can find it and have free access to it. Jesus cried over the state Jerusalem was in, but He didn't stop there—He brought the very best of all that is good to it. That's the mission in which we are co-missionaries!

Last Sunday in the Church Year - November 24, 2002

"Your flight is departing!"
  Isaiah 65:17-25 

  Ezekiel 34:11-16 

  Matthew 25:1-13 


I returned last week from an annual golf trip that is planned by my bank. I have been going on the trip for many years. At the conclusion of one trip, 15 or 20 of us went to the airport in Gulfport, Mississippi, only to hear: "Your flight has been cancelled." 

We were at the airport, on time, bags and clubs packed, boarding passes in hand. We had already checked out of our motel and then they dropped that little bombshell of a line into our laps. At a different motel, we heard an Arkansas lady use words I hadn't heard all week...even on the golf course! She could not switch airlines in order to get to Little Rock on time and she was hot!

The end result of all of this is that we had to get new boarding passes for the following day, find (and pay for) supper and a night's lodging, make all new plans, including a half-dozen phone calls apiece, get up before the chickens and go to the airport again the next day...hoping the same thing didn't happen! Jesus once told a parable about some wise bridesmaids who planned in advance for the possibility of the groom being delayed, greatly delayed. Interestingly, Jesus wasn't concerned about a delay but the departure of our flight—the coming of our King to take us home—when we are totally unprepared. His idea of some truly bad words is: "Your flight is now ready for take-off," only you are sound asleep in your motel, with your belongings strewn all over the place and your ticket who-knows-where!

Every time you get up in the morning, your flight has been delayed. Jesus didn't return and you didn't depart this life for an early audience with your King. If either had happened, would you have been ready? Are you ready now?

In the parable, some foolish bridesmaids prepared for the groom to arrive at a specific time. Consequently, they were not prepared when he was greatly delayed. The end result was that they missed the great wedding banquet. Jesus frequently pictured the coming kingdom as an abundant, extravagant wedding banquet.

This is not a story about preparing for a one-night party, but about living in a prepared manner. His closing words are a powerful message for those who delay preparing because they are sure that the time is still well off, and for those who prepare for any specific time: "Therefore, keep watch, because you do not know the day or the hour."

As the years began to add up to a lifetime after the Resurrection, the followers of Jesus were surprised that He had not already returned. Some of them, in Thessalonica and other places, were concerned about their loved ones who had died prior to His return. Had they missed the banquet?

The Apostles also expected Jesus to return at any minute. Paul and Peter both wrote about it, but they assured the faithful that those who already died in Christ would be part of the great party. They will rise just as surely as Christ rose. The Apostles also followed their Master in urging people to live in readiness. Since we know neither the day nor the hour, it could be any minute—let alone any day or hour.

Immediately after the story of the wise and foolish bridesmaids, which is Sunday's Gospel lesson, Jesus told another parable. It is a very familiar story that is used often in a variety of ways, including motivational talks in secular society. It is commonly called the Parable of the Talents. Once again, there are wise and foolish folk in the story. A man went away on a journey. Before he left, he entrusted his property to three servants. He gave five talents to one, two talents to another and one talent to a third. It is important to note that each of them was given a great deal of money—the one who received the least was working with about 16-17 years of wages!

You have probably heard the story many times before but, just in case you don't remember, the master of those servants was gone a very long time. When he returned, he called in the three to get an account of their stewardship. The first had doubled the master's holdings. The second, although he started with less, had also doubled what he had been given. The third fellow had been too worried about losing the original amount. Fearing the master's wrath if he lost it, he had simply hidden it in a safe place until the master returned. When he presented the talent—with no interest whatsoever—the master was a tad upset.

The master had to be a pretty shrewd businessman or he would not have amassed this fortune in the first place. He probably reasoned that the first servant was the best and most reliable, so he gave him over half the total. The second was trustworthy, but the master wasn't quite as sure about him. The third was, well, let's just say that it appears the master was worried about him and wasn't about to give him very much. Yet, he did give that third servant a chance to prove him wrong. As it turned out, his suspicions were totally confirmed.

Each of the first two is told exactly the same thing: "Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master's happiness!" But the master called the foolish servant wicked and lazy, noting that, at the very least, he should have put the money on deposit with the bankers so that it would gain interest. Then the master took the talent away from the foolish fellow and had him thrown out into the darkness where there would be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Note the contrast between "sharing the master's happiness," and "weeping and gnashing."

Now, why did I go into this story when the wise and foolish bridesmaids provide the lesson for Sunday? Simply stated, First Century wedding customs take a lot more explaining than the still-common practice of entrusting someone else with your business. The foolish bridesmaids and the foolish servant have this one thing in common—they all thought they could predict that the one they were awaiting would come at a certain time. In both cases they were wrong.

Do you know why the servant didn't put the money with the bankers? He didn't put the money in the bank because bankers charged to set up accounts. If the master returned immediately, the investment would not have had enough time to regain the fee. There would be less to give back than the original amount and that was a really scary proposition.

In one of his sermons, St. Augustine used a powerful illustration to show that we need to be ready for an immediate accounting. It seems that after examining a very sick man, a doctor announced, "He's bad off. He will not get out of this alive." Augustine noted that the same thing could be said at the crib of a newborn, perfectly healthy baby. The fact is, you and I are terminal! Everything alive—plant or animal—is heading in the same direction. Like the early Christians, we are concerned about this great, omnivorous and relentless thing called death. Yet, the most commonly predicted timetable is, "later."

Our Master is Jesus. He has entrusted His business to us. The time to be about that business is now. If He returns immediately, we will be about it. If He returns "later," it will be obvious that we have been about it the whole time—the return on what He has entrusted to us will be great.

Jesus has given you faith, forgiveness and eternal life. It is His mission to give that to everyone. Now it is your mission! The cost is great indeed. Jesus paid His very body and blood. He died in anguish on a cross for you and for the people you will tell. He has entrusted His mission to us and we are running out of time.

This isn't complicated. If you don't know when the end of your present life will come, then the only time that matters is the time to be prepared. That time, for all of us, whether Jesus is expecting an apostolic performance from us or something a little less, is now!

I can guarantee that at some time in your life, Jesus will announce that He has returned or He will call you to eternity. That precise time is only this predictable—either you or someone else will ask, "Now?" And Jesus will answer, "Now!" (Your flight is departing.)

Will Jesus say to you and to me, "Well done, good and faithful servants! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things"? Will He say it about His mission? Will He say it about the gifts He has entrusted to us?
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