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 I’ve never been personally involved in an intervention for someone who 

needed to change destructive addictions, attitudes, or behaviors. I’ve never been 

personally involved, but thanks to a generation of daytime talkshows, late night 

comedy, and reality TV, we’ve probably all seen at least a version of an 

intervention. Whether the motivation is human flourishing, or just good tv ratings, 

we’ve all seen at least a version of some confrontation that’s meant to lead to a 

different future — hopefully a better future.  

 We can find the same thing in our Scriptures, especially this time of year. 

Today, as we near the end of our lectionary cycle and approach a new year, each of 

our Readings function as a kind of intervention; confronting us with ancient 

ceremonies, stories, and teachings that are meant to lead God’s people into a future 

where God is more present in our lives; where we learn to view our lives as a gift 

& an offering to God.  

 Our Reading from Joshua probably reads most like an intervention. Because 

it begins with Joshua calling a “family gathering” with all the elders, judges and 

officers of Israel. He invites them to “present themselves before God,” (Josh. 24.1). 

And then, he kind of lets them have it. It’s an intervention. Joshua has known 

these people their whole lives. He’s the successor of Moses who led their parents 

out of slavery in Egypt, and now it’s a generation after the Exodus when all of their 

parents are dead. Almost all of the freed slaves who left Egypt are dead because we 

hear, for the most part, they were a bunch of religious addicts, opportunists, and 
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thrill seekers. Always chasing after some fantasy that led them astray or running 

away from some responsibility that could have led to life. Out of the entire Exodus 

generation, only two people survive — Joshua and Caleb. They’re the only ones 

who actually learned to balance the thrill of their freedom with the 

responsibility of a faithful relationship to God. 

 Today in Joshua, these ragtag children of freed slaves have finally arrived in 

a new land. They have a foothold on freedom. But Joshua has journeyed with them 

for decades & he knows they need an intervention before they go any further. He 

says, “Look, you just can’t go chasing after every fantasy that comes round the 

bend. Choose today who you’re going to serve.” Choose what your life is going 

to be about, and stick with it. He says, “No pipe dream is gonna make your lives 

better. What you need is a faithful relationship to the God who delivered you & 

brought you here.” The people, who are probably more focused on their land than 

whatever Joshua is saying, reply, “We’ll do it! Amen!” But Joshua knows better. 

He knows their patterns & addictions. He says, “No, seriously. If you keep chasing 

fantasies, your lives are going to end up broken. You’ll just become slaves to a 

different addiction all over again.” 

 Despite the best warnings, the greatest encouragement, and the clearest 

directions, these people never really change. One of the most amazing things 

about Hebrew Scripture, what we call the OT; is just how unflattering their stories 

are about themselves; about their own tragically opportunistic, addictive, and 
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destructive behavior with God and their neighbor. No matter how many times they 

tell the story of God’s deliverance, goodness, and grace; no matter how much they 

teach their children (as we hear in the Psalm) - they never really change. For the 

most part, they always describe themselves as opportunists, addicts and thrill 

seekers; repeatedly chasing fantasies & using freedom to create wreckage with 

God & their neighbor (Psa. 78.8).  

 But for all their flaws, they understood something that’s easy for us to forget. 

They understood that Scripture is more about God than about us. To use the 

technical language, these stories are meant be read theologically (about God) and 

not moralistically (about us). They focus more on God’s character & behavior 

(theology) than our character & behavior (moralism). The people of ancient Israel 

weren’t all that interested in making themselves look good. They were interested in 

seeing God in the midst of their messiness, brokenness and difficulty.  

 It’s the same intervention that confronts us too. In our world, where 

image is so important; where spin is means more than reality; where we’ve arrived 

at place called “post-fact” or “post-truth” — one of the most vital skills we can 

cultivate is learning to see God in the midst of our own obvious messiness, 

brokenness and uncertainty.  

 That’s where our other two readings come in. They’re interventions too. 

They’re meant to lead us past two of the largest hurdles that prevent us from seeing 

God; obstacles that keep us from saying, “we will serve the LORD,” in our own 
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generation too. Our other two Readings are interventions that confront our 

tendency to view faith as either irrelevant or inadequate.  

 In Matthew, and this odd little parable about wise & the foolish 

bridesmaids, we’re confronted with an intervention about our tendency to view 

faith as irrelevant. It’s a parable. So when we find symbolism about a wedding 

feast, darkness, and the importance of light — it’s a way of describing God’s 

arrival in our own lives. In the parable, some crisis is caused by a delay or gap 

between their expectations & their experience (25:5). A crisis is caused when 

something they thought was irrelevant — backup oil — turns out to be vital. That’s 

how crises often happen. The world has always been unpredictable. Even our best-

laid plans or most reliable bets can let us astray.  

 It’s a parable about actively cultivating our lives with God now, before 

we find ourselves caught off guard by the long, dark nights of our own world.  1

It’s about realizing that our lives with God now aren’t passive, and we can’t 

simply buy or borrow our way out of any crisis if we haven’t been cultivating our 

lives with God now. No one can give us our spiritual life. We have to “attend” to 

our own lamps and “trim” our own wicks through regular practices of gathered 

worship, service, and fellowship. You see, any question about relevance is really 

about our hope. If we don’t think the regular, formative practice of our faith is 

relevant, we’re probably chasing something other than Christian hope. 

 cf. Barth, Dogmatics, Part 2, vol. 3, 505.1



Rev. Eric Hillegas Year A Proper 27 2017
St. Chrysostom’s, Quincy

  Stanley Hauerwas, often described as one of our greatest living theologians, 

says this: “The foolish bridesmaids failed to understand that in a time when you are 

unsure of the time you are in it is all the more important to do what you have been 

taught to do. In the dark you must keep the lamps ready even if they are not able to 

overcome the darkness.”  Because our lamps are a witness and a foretaste of the 2

coming light. That’s Matthew. 

 Our other Reading from Paul’s Letter to the Thessalonians is an intervention 

that confronts our tendency to view faith as inadequate. This letter may be the 

earliest writing of the entire NT, and these early Christians were grappling with the 

reality of death. They’d already responded to Paul’s preaching. They’d already put 

faith in a person he claimed had overcome death — Jesus. They’d already believed 

their faith was relevant because it offered life even stronger than death. Then 

some of them died. They started wondering if their faith was really adequate.  

 We still wrestle with that question. We still wrestle profoundly with the 

adequacy of Christian faith, especially a week after 26 Christians were executed in 

the middle of their worship at church. It’s shocking. It’s tragic. And for some, it’s 

also a profound crisis of faith. Is it adequate to put our faith in Jesus alone in the 

midst of our world’s violence & death? Is it adequate? Or do we need backup in 

the form of other “powers” to keep us safe? Again, the answer to that question 

depends on our hope. In the midst of our horror, grief & lament, Paul offers an 

 Hauerwas, Matthew, 209.2
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intervention directed at our hope. In the midst of our world’s suffering & death, he 

prays that Christians will never grieve as those without hope (1Thess. 4.13). And 

then he defines our hope as resurrection. “Since we believe that Jesus died and 

rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have 

died,” (1 Thess. 4:14). Resurrection is our hope. Not protection.  

 Our hope in the present is defined by Jesus’ resurrection in the past and our 

promise to join him in the future. Jesus is the person who defines our hope. We 

lament and we grieve the violences & suffering of our world. But we grieve with 

hope. And in a world where the very act of Christian worship is a possible 

target for violence and death, we remind ourselves what we proclaim by the 

simple act of gathering as the body of Christ. Christians have always embraced 

the possibility of suffering for our witness because our vulnerability is ultimately a 

witness to our hope in resurrection and not any other “powers” that promise to 

protect us. 

 Today’s readings confront us with interventions about our hope. They 

confront our tendency to chase fantasies, and our tendency to view our faith as 

irrelevant or inadequate. They confront us with invitations that lead to a new future 

with God where our lives are viewed as a gift & an offering. They invite us to lean 

into that new future without fear, because for Christians the resurrection of Jesus 

has always been the only content, the only meaning, and the only foundation of our 

hope. Amen.  


