21st Sunday after Pentecost, Nov. 6, 2011, Matt 25: 1-13; The Rev. Mary S. Trainor

A few years ago, my older brother, Fred, decided to take us on a three-day canoe trip.  We are experienced backpackers, but have not done many canoe trips. But my brother loves canoe tripping – and wanted to show us the ropes. So, he planned the whole trip – he made it a gift to us not to have to worry about anything but packing our own sleeping bags, clothes, etc.  There were five of us in two canoes. We paddled, we portaged, we paddled and portaged some more, and finally reached our campsite. It was so beautiful: a point of land on a large, calm lake; we were the only people there.  We set up our tents, and everything went well until it was time to cook.  We pulled the food and the pans out of the packs, and started getting ready to cook.  And discovered that Fred had forgotten to pack many essential items, like a frying pan, a flipper, a spoon, plates, the dried milk to go along with the cocoa powder and pancake mix, the oil or butter to cook the fish and pancakes in, etc.  So, all 5 of us struggled to get through the next few days.  I love my brother a lot, and we like to laugh. As a joke Christmas gift to him many months later, I packed and wrapped up a large box containing all the things that he had forgotten to pack on our canoe trip.  Actually, he did not laugh much when he opened it; however the rest of us had a great laugh!
Do you recall the Scout’s motto?  I was a girl scout for many years, and the motto for the scouts is “be prepared.”  Packing for a camping trip is complicated and requires preparation. And, if you forget something critical, like bug spray, there are big consequences.  The consequences of forgetting something important on a camping trip, however, are trivial compared to not being prepared for meeting Jesus face-to-face.  Today’s Gospel could be said to have the “be prepared” motto too. Jesus teaches, in the parable of the foolish bridesmaids, that how we live now is important to what our fate will be at death and the Second Coming, and so we had better prepare now.
The Second Coming is that event when Jesus will return to earth from heaven to raise the dead, hold the last judgment, and set up formally and gloriously the kingdom of God.  Paul tells us what it is going to be like in our Epistle reading this morning.  This Second Coming is mentioned in the New Testament 26 different times and you hear about it both in the Nicene Creed and in our Eucharistic prayer, when we recite together: Christ has died, Christ has risen, and Christ will come again. No one knows when this is going to happen (and we are told in Scripture that we aren’t supposed to ask).  There are many different viewpoints about how Jesus' return will happen.  Episcopalians believe it will happen, and we are to be ready, but not preoccupied by it.  
In today’s Gospel parable, we see ten bridesmaids awaiting the bridegroom.  Their job is to light the way for the bridegroom, and they do this with oil lamps.  In this parable, the bridegroom represents Jesus, the bridesmaids are us, the wedding banquet is heaven, and the oil is our faith.  These oil lamps serve the same function as we use flashlights now; if you are out on a camping trip and you have not brought extra batteries, you are really in the dark if you run out of batteries.  Anyway, in the story, the bridegroom takes his time in showing up; “he is delayed.”  The ten bridesmaids wait and wait, they get sleepy, and take a nap.  But finally, at midnight, the bridegroom shows up and they have to click into action – do the job they were asked to do.  For five of them, this is no problem; in spite of the long wait, they are OK as they brought extra oil just in case.  But, the other five are in a pickle – they are out of oil, and so they run out to the local Kwik Stop to buy some.  Meanwhile, the other five bridesmaids light the way, and are admitted into the wedding banquet (heaven).  These five who were shopping returned and knocked to enter the wedding banquet, but were turned away by the bridegroom – the door was shut to them forever.  They were told, “I do not know you.’ None of us want to hear this from Jesus. Instead, we want to hear the words we find just 8 verses after the end of today’s Gospel in Matthew, "Well done, good and faithful servant" (Matthew 25:21). Remember the old camp song, “Give me oil for my lamps keep me burning. Give me oil for my lamp, I pray. Give me oil for my lamp, keep me burning, burning, burning, keep my burning til the judgment day. Sing Hosanna.”  That song comes from this Gospel.    Jesus ends the parable saying, “Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.”  He teaches us two things here: (1) that we don’t know when our time will be up on earth, and (2) preparation is crucial.  
But hey, this is not that big of a deal, right?  After all, we are part of a culture that practically worships planning for the unknown that lies ahead.  Financial planners, event planner, wedding planners, economic and weather forecasters are all making a good living now – even in the recession.  Yes, we like to plan certain things about our lives – that is for sure.  Isn’t that why people get upset when something goes horribly wrong?  It has to do with control. We like to be in control, we want to be the one in the driver’s seat, knowing what is ahead.  If you don’t believe me, just think about the behavior of certain people right before a major hurricane.  We now have these early warning systems, and the word gets out fast when there is a problem coming.  But, have you ever watched the TV weather where the weather person is standing on a beach right before the Hurricane hits? What is going on behind him?  You see people surfing in the big waves!  It is just crazy.  They know the dangers, but they don’t heed the warning. We live in a culture that reinforces the mindset that we have all the time in the world to mend relationships, to achieve an important goal, to discontinue a bad habit or begin a new one, to take care of ourselves, to read important books, to develop our relationship with God.  Today’s Gospel is the early warning system for us to prepare to meet Jesus.  Yet, aren’t we really good procrastinators when it comes to our souls?  I can’t count the number of people who have told me, “Oh, I will start coming to church when I have more time in my life.  It just does not fit in now.” – and – “I haven’t figured out about what I believe, and someday I will spend time on that.” Today’s news is that now is the time. We have to make time for Jesus, because ultimately nothing is more important.  This is what the Gospel is teaching us today.

The great pastor and evangelist Billie Graham was once asked, “Do you know for certain that you will go to heaven?” and he responded, “I am absolutely sure.”  “How can he know this with such certainty?” you might ask.  Christians have a sure and certain hope because we believe in the crucified and risen Christ, our Savior.  So, our preparation has to do with believing in our hearts that Jesus is Lord and living accordingly.  This does not just mean attending church, it means really worshiping the Lord, praying sincerely and often, studying the Bible, confessing your sins to God, sharing God’s love especially with the lost and needy.  We are people of hope, eagerly awaiting our meeting the resurrected Christ.  
Will you be prepared?  If you have no oil (no faith to fuel you spiritually, no Holy Spirit power) you can't be the light of the world as you are called to be, no matter how much you want to.  Will you be wise or foolish? Will you invest your time, your energy, your soul in Jesus – seeing this of utmost priority?  It is your choice.  The destination of your soul is of utmost importance to God; a face to face meeting with Jesus will be more glorious than words can tell. 
Soon, at the offertory, we will sing Hymn #508.  In this hymn we pray that God will breathe on us and fill us with new life, with His breath being the oil in our lamps.  This hymn, then, is a prayer to help us prepare to meet Jesus face to face.  Please turn to Hymn 508 and let us pray together the words from verses 1 & 3 together:  Breath on me, breath of God.  Breathe on me, breath of God, fill me with life anew, that I may love what thou dost love, and do what thou wouldst do.  Breathe on me, breath of God, till I am wholly thine till all this earthly part of me glows with thy fire divine.  Amen.
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