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Proper 27A—November 9, 2008—St. Andrew’s Church—Edie Dolnikowski

In the Name of God:  Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.

When I was a little girl I loved to have my mother read fairy tales to me, or—even better—to tell me the stories in her own words.  Her vivid imagination always made her versions of the stories more interesting than the ones written down in books.  Judging from the number of times she told it in proportion to the others, her favorite story was the tale of the ant and the grasshopper.  In case you have not heard this story, here is a brief synopsis:  all through the summer the industrious ant worked to store up food, repair her house and stockpile firewood for the long winter to come while the hapless grasshopper spent his days enjoying himself with no thought for tomorrow.  When winter came, the grasshopper found himself without food and shelter.  He would have died from starvation and exposure if the ant had not taken pity on him, invited him into her home and shared her abundance with him.

As a child of the Great Depression my mother took this story entirely to heart.  She was both a hard worker and a great saver, frequently reminding us that another depression was about to strike for which we had to be prepared.  And like the ant she was generous with her store of resources whenever anyone in our large extended family needed help.  Without hesitation she would interpret the passage we just heard from the Gospel of Matthew as a warning to get ready for a crisis that is sure to come at any moment.  While she might criticize the wise bridesmaids ever so mildly for being unwilling to share their oil, she would also contend that the foolish bridesmaids essentially deserved what they got.

  The notion that the future holds all sorts of pitfalls for which we must be prepared is not only widely held, but it has also inspired  muchvaluable ministry.  Many of us who have been girl scouts or boy scouts have learned the scout motto, which encourages a person to be prepared.   Robert Baden-Powell, who founded the scouting movement, states in Scouting for Boys that a scout should discipline himself to be obedient to every order, and to think out beforehand any accident or situation that might occur, so that he knows the right thing to do at the right moment, and is ready to do it.*

The expressed goal of this method is to anticipate problems and marshal all available resources—material, tactical, emotional and spiritual—to alleviate them.  This holistic, practical way of life encourages active awareness of the conditions that affect the people around us and a willingness to respond to their needs.  It reinforces Jesus’ conviction that we should love our neighbors as ourselves.  We are blessed at St. Andrew’s with many young people who serve their communities by practicing the disciplines they learn as scouts.  Just this week they are working on a food drive designed to help the hungry and homeless survive the cold winter ahead.  They always try to be ready in body, mind and soul to face courageously the problems and challenges that arise in the course of their daily lives; and we are rightly proud of, and grateful for, the witness they are making on our behalf.

This strategy of anticipating difficulty—useful as it is—reaches its limit of effectiveness, however, when we are forced to confront deeper, more complex and systemic problems.  How can we really prepare ourselves in mind, body and soul for a cancer diagnosis; or the discovery that our child has a learning disability; or an outbreak of domestic violence?  How can we ensure that we will always have a place to live, clothes to wear and enough food to eat when we feel so vulnerable to the chaos of our current economic climate?  Those who are responsible for public safety often ask us to divert resources from present-day concerns to prepare for potential disasters in the future; yet even with the best systems in place some of us still suffer the effects of massive hurricanes, raging wild-fires and surprise terrorist attacks.  While we are good at identifying problems, we often feel that we lack the resources we need to prevent or solve them, which only makes us anxious about the future.  Preparing for an unspecified disaster can become an exercise in frustration, and contemplating the things to come the focus of our dread.

The reason that our way of preparing for the future often leaves us feeling anxious is that we see the future as an endless succession of challenges that we must identify and manage.   For us being prepared for something is the same as being in control of something.  Given this bias, we assume that Jesus’ call to keep awake is the same as the Scout imperative to be prepared.  A closer look reveals, however, that Jesus’ story about the ten bridesmaids offers a completely different, and much more hopeful way of thinking about the future and preparing for the things that are to come.  

In our own culture there are few events more formal and carefully planned than weddings.  The same was true in Jesus’ time.  Weddings did not start in the middle of the night because the groom arrived late; and bridesmaids did not routinely fall asleep waiting for him to arrive.  This story is an allegory:  each detail in the story represents a particular component of Jesus’ teaching about the end-time.  The bridegroom symbolizes the consummation of faithful relationship with God.  The bridesmaids represent all of us who claim that we want to know God, serve God and prepare for everlasting life in God’s glorious company.  The flasks of oil are the works we perform to build and sustain our relationship with God, our Beloved.  The wise among us, Jesus says, make sure we have plenty of oil in our flasks:  we long for the Beloved and are ready to run to him whenever he appears.  The foolish among us neglect our relationship with the Beloved.  When he comes, and we are not ready to receive him, we frantically look for ways to compensate for this neglect; but there is no easy way to make up for a lifetime of alienation and self-centeredness.  The wise bridesmaids are not being cruel or greedy when they refuse to share their oil the foolish ones.  In fact, they cannot give what the foolish lack—a heartfelt desire to be with the Beloved.  

According to Jesus, the desire to be with God is the light that allows us to see the signs that God is already here with us, guiding us through the challenges of the present day and inviting us into a more abundant life to come.  Jesus does not underestimate the trials, sufferings, sins and fears that block our view of God’s grace breaking into the world all around us.  He urges us to be aware of these impediments and to work through them; but he does not want us to be consumed by them.  Jesus does not expect us to save ourselves by solving every problem that afflicts us.  Jesus has already saved us by offering his life for us on the cross.  Instead, Jesus asks us to open our eyes to see the places where God’s grace is most needed—where people are hungry, homeless, sick or oppressed—and respond to this suffering with as much compassion and generosity as we can offer.  In the terms of his analogy, Jesus asks us to take our lamps into these dark places and fill them with light as agents of God’s reconciling love.  He asks us to love him enough to meet him in these places and serve with him at his side.  He invites us look forward to our future with him with joyful expectation, not anxious dread.  Only a fool, he says, would turn away from the powerful resources of love and healing that God puts into our hands every day.  Only a fool would fall asleep knowing that the Beloved is on his way to help us, to love us and to save us; indeed he is already here.

We are not fools, but we can easily fall into the trap of paralyzing worry, short-sighted problem-solving and self-centered decision-making.  Like sleepy bridesmaids, we let the cares of the world suppress our longing for the Beloved, who is the source of our life and strength.  That is why Jesus encourages us to come together as a community of faith, gathered around his holy table, to help each other break through these barriers and see more clearly the path he has given us to follow.  We come here to fill our lamps to carry the light of the Holy Spirit back out into the world, into our homes, neighborhoods and workplaces, where it can penetrate the dark shadows of sin, despair and death.  This can be very hard work, and we may fear sometimes that our lamps are about to go out.  That is when we must remember to stay awake and look for the sustaining grace of our Beloved as he arrives to meet us.  

Let us pray:  Eternal light, shine in our hearts; eternal hope, lift up our eyes; eternal power, be our support; eternal wisdom, make us wise.  Amen.  [Hymnal 1982, Hymn 465, verse 1, adapted]

* Baden-Powell, Robert. Scouting for Boys - Campfire Yarn No. 3 - Becoming a Scout.
