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Why are we here?  Why do we come Sunday after Sunday to this place?  Why do we sing hymns and recite prayers?  Why the vestments and the flowers?  Why the candles and the anthems?  Why dress up?  Why come at all?  Do we think that all these things are required by God?  What do we think will happen if we don’t have or do all these things?  Is God going to turn his back on us?  If I celebrated in shorts and a t-shirt, if you sat out there in cut-offs and flip flops, would God love us any less? Would our Eucharist be any less effective?  Our baptism any less holy?

Why do we come here?  Do we come here for God’s benefit, or for ours?  Not a new question.  Amos asked this same thing 2500 years ago.  Why do we gather in solemn assemblies?  Why do we offer sacrifice?

Amos saw a society that saw these things we call worship as a way to please God.  A way to convince God that we are worthy of his attention.  Kind of like wearing a brand new suit and starched shirt to a job interview.  We know that our potential boss will be more impressed with a sharp dressed candidate than with a person who dresses like we really want to dress,  We are trying to change the interviewer’s mind.  To sway her towards our way of thinking.  To make her choose us.
And so, we come to church in our finest, lay out the good silver, put on the finest vestments and fire up this incredible organ to impress God?  Do we think that we can earn God’s favor by anything we do in this place?  Amos would certainly say no.  Not if that’s the reason.  Our worship isn’t going to change God’s mind.
Why would we think that God’s mind needs to change?  Do we know better than God?  Are we more in touch with the powers and principalities than He who created them in the first place?

“Oh almighty, all knowing God, here’s what I think you need to do”  Perhaps a tad bit arrogant.

The Lord cries out, “I hate, I despise your festivals.”  So much for our liturgy.  We go through all this just to hear that God hates what we’re doing.  If you remember, Amos wasn’t very well liked in his day for pointing this out.

His point, though, was directed at the motives and hoped for results of the people’s liturgy.  The word liturgy, by the way, means “the work of the people”,  So, Amos was condemning the work of the people in his day and time.  He saw this work as being a way to win over God.  A way to get God to do the people’s bidding.  And all the while the poor were oppressed, the different cast out.  All the singing and bowing wouldn’t then, and won’t now, feed the hungry, raise up the down hearted, or save the dying.

So, why do we come here?  Amos would say that we gather together to change us.  To change each and every one of us, our hearts, our minds to do the work we are called to do.  To do justice.  To bring the message of God’s love to those that need to hear it.
We cannot become complacent in our relationship with God.  We can’t come to church once a week or even every day and claim that that makes us a Christian, by which we usually mean that we will go to heaven when we die.  Coming to church won’t do that.  Christ died on a cross to make sure that goal was met.  Coming to church won’t get us into heaven.  But if we think we’re here trying to order God around, it may just keep us out.

Micah said it well, “what does the Lord require of us but to seek justice, love mercy and walk humbly with our God.”  We are to do justice and love mercy.

Jesus came at a time in history when a lot of the same issues Amos faced were still prevalent (probably still are).  He criticized the religious institutions of his day for being shallow and self aggrandizing.  He saw neither justice or mercy preached in the temple.  He saw rules and customs that were done to secure a place in God’s chosen people.

The church exists for the sole purpose of reconciling all the world to God through Jesus Christ.  It’s not here to reconcile God to the world through our own desires.  We’re not here to change God.  We’re here to change us.  And when we are changed, then we’re here to bring others here so that they can be changed.  Note that I didn’t say that we’re to change other people.  No, we’re here to let God do the changing.
Jesus used a parable to make a point.  There was a wedding feast prepared, the bridegroom was coming.  10 people were chosen to light the way to show the bridegroom that all was ready and to allow the guests to see the Bridegroom as he came near.  Half of the guides were focused on themselves and fell down on the job.  They failed to light the way for the bridegroom.

Heaven’s the feast, Jesus is the bridegroom and we, the church are the light bearers.  We can shed light or we can curse the darkness.

Only a changed person – only someone who has been reconciled to God in Christ can light the way for others.  I’m not suggesting that we have to be perfect people in order to lead people into a relationship with Christ.  But we do have to be in a relationship, growing and changing day to day, with our Lord and our God.  The candle oil will be made available.  We will have a torch to carry if we live in relationship with God.

The mission of the Church is to reconcile all the world to God through Jesus Christ.  Jesus commands us to go into the world baptizing and teaching.  Why do we come here?  We come here to be changed.  We come here to learn.  We come here to be empowered to take the light of Christ into the world.  We come here to be empowered to bring justice and mercy to our everyday situations.  We come here to be fed with the Body of Christ so that we can be the Body of Christ in all that we do.

Perhaps our liturgy, the work the people gathered here, will make God’s love more present to someone who is stumbling in the darkness of abandonment.  Perhaps a song will touch the heart of some one who has let the world harden it.  Perhaps the action of receiving Christ’s Body into our mouths will fill the God shaped hole in our lives.  Perhaps the old familiar story will allow us to see injustice where we had never seen it before.  Perhaps our own relationship with Jesus will compel us to go out and share this relationship with others.
If we come to church to feel better or to meet some sort of obligation we feel we owe to God, then we’re here for the wrong reason.  If we come here to be empowered to do the work which we have been given to do, then we are here for the right reason.  If we come here to be changed into a people that strive for justice and to respect the dignity of every human person, we are here for the right reason.

But confining our relationship to the walls of this building is not enough.  The bridesmaids were sent out in the parking lot to shed the light where there was only darkness.  We too are sent out into the parking lot, the offices, the soccer fields, the grocery store, the beach, even the golf course, to shed the light of Christ into the lives of those living in darkness.

Many of us, me included, find it hard to invite people to come to church.  We don’t want to step into such a personal space.  We’re so concerned with the other’s feelings that we neglect to put the oil in our lamp.  Truth be told, we’re probably more afraid that the person we approach will think less of us than in actually offending them.

God created the Church to be His instrument of reconciliation to the world.  He sent His Son, the Bridegroom to change us so that we could carry his light into the world.  A church that sees liturgy as the end all of its mission is on the wrong track.  It is a church that empowers justice and which invites more and more people to come to know the justice and mercy of a light in Christ that meets even Amos’s expectations.
We as a congregation do well on living out God’s justice and mercy.  But we’re not quite so good when it comes to sharing this relationship with others.  I hear people saying that we have grown a lot in the past couple of years.  I’ve even heard some ask why we should try to grow.  Well, in reality, we haven’t grown all that much – about 1.5% over last year.  The answer to the second point – why grow, is that a church that doesn’t grow, doesn’t reach out to the neighborhood runs a great risk of become a church of personal fulfillment and meaningless festivals.  Why put oil in the candles if their not going to get lit?

We need to fill our candles and light the way, not so much to attract the Bridegroom as to make him visible to all those waiting to know him.  Make him visible.  Make Jesus visible to friend and stranger. Let the liturgy, the work of the people, empower us all to gather up people to share in the work and worship so that no one is ever caught unawares with an extinguished flame.  The Church will live up to its mission only when we, the baptized, show the world that we are a people of justice and mercy and that there is much to be gained by participating in the people’s work which is the worship and praise of God in Jesus Christ.
