
Be Prepared

Joshua 24:1-3a, 14-25; Psalm 78:1-7; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; Matthew 25:1-13

I don’t care how dramatic your conversion was. Your experience of being born again, your first

taste of the undeniable, true love of God in Christ, your “mountaintop experience,” your “here I am

Lord,” your “Aha!” moment—call it what you will, I don’t care how dramatic and life-changing that

experience was. There’s always Monday morning. And what then?

The choir’s beautiful music is silent, that warm glow that you felt has now grown cold, the

stirrings in your heart are stilled, and what then? You leave the beauty of the holy sanctuary and you

return to Monday morning and dishes in the sink and the commute back to the office, and there are

bills to be paid, and decisions to be made, and difficult people to be endured, and what then?

It’s then you learn that though spirituality is an emotional thing, if it’s only emotional then it’s

nothing. Feelings are fine, as far as they go, but feelings are notoriously fickle, and they quickly

dissipate. If all you’ve got in regard to Jesus Christ is some warm, fuzzy feelings about him, then let’s

face it, you don’t really have that much. 

The great theologian Reinhold Niebuhr said, “It’s one thing to have had a religious experience.

It’s quite another thing to keep that going over time.” And how. Almost anybody can work up some

enthusiasm for Jesus in the short run. But in the long run, in the meantime, how do you keep that

enthusiasm going?

I’ve read lots of good books on how to lead change. It’s hard work initiating change in an

organization because most institutions are conservative. They love the peacefulness of the status quo.

They like to do things the same way. If you want to change them, you have to inspire, push, prod,

cajole, and plead.

As difficult as it is to change an organization, it’s much more difficult to sustain that change
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over time. That’s why “sustainable change” has become a leadership buzzword. It’s one thing to

change today; it’s another thing to sustain and continue that changed way of doing things tomorrow

and the day after. 

“Sustainable futures” has become the buzzword of the environmental movement. We can’t

keep consuming at present levels and have a future, the environmentalists say. We have to find a way

to consume and replenish that gives us the possibility of a sustainable future.

And if that’s true for the environment, how much more true is it for the practice of the Christian

faith. Sustainability, that’s the challenge.

In today’s parable, a story that Jesus told his disciples on the Mount of Olives just before being

led away for his trial and crucifixion, Jesus tells what happened among a group of revelers. They had

all been invited to a grand wedding celebration. They had all accepted the invitation to the evening

party. Unfortunately, some of the group was unprepared for the delay of the groom. When he finally

arrived and the great parade to the party began, they lacked enough oil to light their lamps. They were

forced to stumble in the dark as they sought oil to replenish their lamps. They missed the party. The

door was shut, and the party began without them.

As Jesus prepares to go to his cross, he prepares his followers. In this parable he seems to

indicate that there will be some waiting. He will leave them. He will return, but nobody knows for sure

just when that promised return will be. Are they prepared for the wait? Can they sustain their

commitment to Jesus over the long haul? They are the first to have accepted Jesus’s invitation to

come and be part of his movement. But maybe they are finding that it’s one thing to accept the

invitation, to join up and take the first steps of faith, and quite another thing to keep walking with

Jesus, much more so to keep waiting for Jesus.

And in that regard, isn’t that us? Aren’t we in much the same predicament as the disciples to
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whom Jesus told this story of the wise and foolish bridesmaids? You, like me, are here this morning

because you heard your name called, said yes, and accepted Jesus’s invitation to be one of his

disciples. Perhaps one reason you come to church is that here in church, with the beauty and the

music, and sometimes (hopefully?) even with the sermon, you feel your faith revitalized and

strengthened. 

But in a short while this service will end. We’ll open the doors into the world, and you will return

to the world. And what then? Here in church, we begin with a call to worship, an invocation, “Come

Lord, be among us so we can worship you!”

And on most Sundays, Jesus shows up. We do feel God’s presence among us. We are able to

worship in spirit and in truth.

But then we go forth. We scatter into the world and take up our daily preoccupations. And what

then? By the time you are shuffling papers in the office, or herding the children at school, or dealing

with the difficulties of life in the seventh grade, or feeling very lonely as you sit at home, or watching in

dismay the depressing headlines in the news, what then?

And perhaps that’s also a reason you are here this morning. You are here not simply as one

who has accepted Jesus’s invitation to come to him in worship, but you are here as one who hopes

that Jesus will accompany you into the world. You are here not only to worship in church but also to

work with Jesus in the world.

In this morning’s story, Jesus tells of two groups of bridesmaids. One group was well prepared

for the wait for the groom, the delay of the guest of honor. They had oil for their lamps and were ready

to wait through the night. The other group was unprepared. By the time the guest of honor arrived,

their lights were out. They had to miss the party while they looked for oil for their lamps. 

What’s the motto for the Boy Scouts? “Be prepared.” At eleven, I thought that meant never
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venture forth without my trusty scout knife.

In today’s parable, Jesus tells us be prepared. Be prepared to wait for the comings and goings

of God. God promises to come to us, but not always on our schedule. Be prepared for peaks and

valleys in your spiritual life. Don’t be surprised when you find yourself for a long time in some valley,

waiting for the fire to strike, the descent of the dove, or a word in the night. Be equipped for the

darkness before the light.

A young pastor, just starting out in ministry had a man who unexpectedly died in their little town,

and his wife was thrown into terrible grief. She wailed through his funeral and took to bed for days

afterward. The young pastor’s heart went out to her in her sorrow.

Neither the deceased man nor his bereaved wife had any connection with a church in town.

They had borrowed a local Baptist church for the funeral service. Later, he was discussing the widow’s

sad situation with the Baptist preacher.

“Poor thing,” he said. “She was totally unprepared to deal with a bereavement of this

magnitude. She let down her bucket into the well, and her well was dry.”

The young pastor thought his colleague’s words about her were rather harsh, but also true.

When the time came for her to draw upon her spiritual resources to get her through this sad time of

anguish, she let down her bucket, and her well was dry.

Later in that same person’s ministry he arrived at the scene of the sudden death of a man in his

congregation. His body was lying next to the dining room table where he had died. When he entered

the home, as the grieving family was awaiting the ambulance, the first thing his wife said to him was,

“Tell me again what you said last Sunday about the resurrection. I want to be sure I got that right.”

When it came time for her to “go to the well,” she let down her bucket and had some living

water to draw upon.
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A friend showed up at his door one evening and surprised him by saying, “Come take a ride

with me.”

He obeyed, and they drove around town for a while. Then he pulled into a parking space

overlooking the valley and said, “You know all those sermons of yours?”

“Yes,” he replied.

“You know all that flailing around you do in the pulpit, all those stories you tell, all that stuff?”

“Yes,” he said, cautiously.

“Well,” the friend said, “we’re about to find out how closely I’ve been paying attention. It’s exam

time. We’re going to find out if I’ve done my homework.” He then told him that he had just learned that

he was to have some serious surgery in a couple of days. They then had prayer. In his prayer his

pastor gave thanks to God that though the friend had some frightening, tough work ahead, he was

prepared. 

I’m a big believer in having children memorize portions of scripture. I say this not only because I

was made to memorize some Bible verses when I was young, but also because I have noted, as a

minister, that when I’m with people at the end, in their last hours of life, having prayer with them, they

invariably fall back on scripture verses that they memorized as children: John 3:16; Psalm 121; Psalm

23.

Pity the poor soul that goes into the last moments of life and crosses that momentous threshold

into death with nothing from scripture to guide or comfort. 

Memorization of scripture can be seen as essential “homework” for the most final exam of them

all.

So think of your time in church today—praying, singing, listening to the stories of Jesus—as

preparation. You are doing your “homework,” if you want to put it that way, your necessary preparation
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for times of sadness and difficulty and signs of the God’s presence. Then when the cry goes out, “The

Lord is here! He has come for us!”  You can rest assured you will be ready.  Thanks be to God. Amen.
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