
24TH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST, Nov. 19, 2017 
Prince of Peace Lutheran Church, Honolulu, HI 

THE LESSONS (Lec. 33) 
Zephaniah 1:7,12-18 
Psalm 90:1-8 [9-11] 12 
1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 
Matthew 25:14-30 

THE SERMON: “Ignorant? Apathetic?… Don’t Know,  
 Don’t Care!” 

The Grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Love of God our Father, and the Peace of God our 
Holy Spirit be with us all. Amen. 

Introduction 
Do you remember that joke about the new Pastor who was called to a small Oklahoma church 
and, after no one showed up for services on his first Sunday, he posted a notice in the local 
newspaper announcing that the church was dead and invited the whole town to give the 
deceased church a proper and decent burial. Of course, a morbidly curious crowd showed up 
for the “funeral.” In front of the pulpit, they saw a closed coffin, smothered in flowers. After the 
Pastor delivered the eulogy, he opened the coffin and invited his congregation to come forward 
and pay their final respects to their dead church. Filled with curiosity as to what the corpse of a 
"dead church looked like," all the people eagerly lined up to look in the coffin. Each "mourner" 
peeped into the coffin then quickly turned away sheepishly because, in the coffin, tilted at the 
correct angle, was a large mirror. That reminded me of our men’s study on Fr. Richard Rohr’s 
book, “The Divine Dance,” in which Fr. Rohr is arguing that the current paradigm, the current 
idea, of God is dead. And, that reminded me of a couple of quotes that Dr. Eric Mathis of 
Samford University wrote in his commentary in the “Working Preacher” a few years ago. 
Mathis quoted Helen Keller as saying, “Science may have found a cure for most evils; but it 
has found no remedy for the worst of them all -- the apathy of human beings.” The other quote 
was by Elie Wiesel, the Jewish political activist and survivor of Nazi concentration camps. 
Wiesel said, “The opposite of love is not hate, it's indifference. The opposite of art is not 
ugliness, it's indifference. The opposite of faith is not heresy, it's indifference. And the opposite 
of life is not death, it's indifference.”  

Zephaniah 1:7, 12-18 
Although most of us probably don’t even know about the prophet Zephaniah in our lesson 
today, Zephaniah suggested God just might have been accusing the Jews in the Sixth Century 
BCE of indifference and apathy, making many wonder if Judaism was dead. Last week we 
heard God saying, through the prophet Amos, “… Why do you want the day of the Lord? It is 
darkness, not light… gloom with no brightness in it…” Zephaniah almost echoes the same 
prophecy, “The great day of the Lord is near… the sound of the day of the Lord is bitter… That 
day will be a day of wrath, a day of distress and anguish, a day of ruin and devastation, a day 
of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness… I will bring such distress upon 
people that they shall walk like the blind; because they have sinned against the Lord…” Since 
Zephaniah lived at about the same time as Jeremiah and, even though he is of the royal line in 
the house of David, he saw that all was not right in Judah. Even though King Josiah had tried 



to reform Judaism, Zephaniah sees Israel just going through the motions with their hearts 
unchanged - selfish and corrupt and superficial. If Richard Rohr had lived back then, he would 
have said that Judaism was dead and needed a paradigm shift. It makes a serious Christian 
wonder if we are any different today. Has Christianity become self-centered, self-righteous, and 
complacent? Like Zephaniah, should we be saying Christianity is dead or, like Richard Rohr, 
should we be saying let’s get off our duffs and join God in the divine dance to save the world 
from our complacency and superficiality? I say “our” because we are just as guilty and 
imperfect as everyone else is. It’s not “us vs. them.” We are all captive to sin and cannot free 
ourselves. Maybe Zephaniah is describing Christianity today when he says that we are “people 
who rest complacently on their dregs, those who say in their hearts, ‘The Lord will not do good, 
nor will he do harm.’” 

Psalm 90:1-8 [9-11] 12 
If the Psalmist is Moses as the subtitle in my Bible suggests, Moses doesn’t see such a 
passive God. In fact, to Moses, God is very involved with humankind and with Creation from 
the beginning to the end as he sang, “Before the mountains were brought forth, or ever you 
had formed the earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting you are God.” In fact, in 
what we sang this morning, God seems like an angry and wrathful God because Moses says, 
“You turn us back to dust and say, ‘Turn back, O children of earth.’ For a thousand years in 
your sight are like yesterday when it is past… For we are consumed by your anger; we are 
afraid because of your wrath. Our iniquities have set before you and our secret sins in the light 
of your countenance. When you are angry, all our days are gone… The span of our life are 
seventy years, perhaps in strength even eighty, yet the sum of them is but labor and sorrow… 
So teach us to number our days that we may apply our hearts to wisdom.” This psalm sounds 
just like the God that Richard Rohr talks about in his book “The Divine Dance” that our men are 
studying on Tuesdays, a God - angry, aloof, judging, and punitive. But, Jesus showed us that 
God isn’t like that. And, because we sang only part of the psalm, it would be so easy to think 
that’s what Moses thought. But, beginning with verse 12, Moses begins to show a more 
gracious and caring God, “So teach us to count our days that we may gain a wise heart,” and 
in the following verses (that we didn’t read), Moses turns to the God that Jesus described as 
he prays, “Have compassion on your servants. Satisfy us in the morning with your unfailing 
love, that we may sing for joy and be glad all our days. Make us glad for as many days as you 
have afflicted us… May your deeds be shown to your servants… May the favor of the Lord our 
God rest on us; establish the work of our hands for us…” This psalm shows that life is hard 
but, when our lives are in God’s hands, our hearts in God’s favor, then even the hard life 
becomes bearable. 

1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 
Talk about hard lives… How about the life of the early Christian? Maybe God has been trying 
to show us in the United States and Canada that life is not easy for many Christians today. If 
oppression under Rome was heavy and fearful, what about life today in the Near East and 
Africa where Christians are being killed and persecuted. How many of us even know to whom 
our missionary, Pr. Wal Reat, is ministering in South Sudan. But, what is even more damning 
is how many of us even care? Paul told the Thessalonians, “Now concerning the times and the 
seasons… you do not need to have anything written to you. For you yourselves know very well 
that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night. When they say, 'There is peace and 
security,’ then sudden destruction will come upon them…” I think Paul could be speaking to 
Americans as well as the Thessalonians. When he continues, “But you, beloved, are not in 



darkness… for you are all children of light and children of the day…” And, our lesson today 
concludes, “But since we belong to the day, let us be sober, and put on the breastplate of faith 
and love, and for a helmet the hope of salvation. For God has destined us not for wrath but for 
obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ…” Let’s admit it. For most of us these are 
inspiring words but how many of us will really live them out? And how impractical? What good 
are faith and love and the hope of salvation against the power and politics that divides our 
nation and the world? But, as the psalm taught us, when our lives and hearts are in God’s 
hands, then life is not only bearable but can be empowering because we know we can make a 
difference. That’s why Paul concluded, “Therefore encourage one another and build up each 
other, as indeed you are doing.” 

Matthew 25:14-30 
And, as Jesus suggests in his parable today, when we use our talents and double them, 
everyone is richer. So, when we encourage and build each other up, as Paul says, not only the 
church is richer but others as well. And, while the parable tells us that the landowner is 
pleased with the servants who doubled his investments of five and two talents, he was 
downright cruel to the servant who buried his talent. And, I’ve heard stewardship sermons 
which made me feel guilty of being like that worthless servant and with whom God is angry. 
But, if God is like the cruel master, then Jesus is saying that God isn’t gracious or forgiving or 
loving. At the Hukilau clergy gathering this week, Pastor Keith Wolter retold this parable by 
adding a fourth servant who got one talent, invested it, but lost it all. He asked how we thought 
the master would respond? We know how God would respond, don’t we? But, point of 
Matthew’s use of this parable is we all have gifts so God wants us to use them. That’s why 
Matthew’s gospel has all of those goodies that we remember: “You are the light of the world… 
You are the salt of the earth… You are the leaven in the loaf…” We are saved, reunited with 
God, not just for ourselves but for the sake of others. 

The Call and the Challenge 
That is a huge responsibility. If we are reconciled to God, if we are saved, not for ourselves but 
for others, what are we called to do? What do we do now that we’re suited up in our 
breastplate of faith and love and our helmet of salvation? Paul said to encourage and build 
each other up. I think it’s interesting he didn’t say go out and save the world by criticizing the 
President or the Republicans or the Democrats, as frustrating and chaotic as our political 
milieu seems. Paul says to encourage and build up. It’s like the starfish metaphor I keep 
bringing up; we can save one starfish at a time. Maybe if every Christian did that, our world 
could be different. As Elie Weisel said, “The opposite of life is not death, it’s indifference…”


