“Be Prepared … for the Wait” -  Matt 25:1-13; Ezekiel 18: 23 – 32 (18/7/10)
The World Cup is over. For those of us who look forward eagerly to this great event but are happy to simply watch from a distance, all we need do now is wait passively for 4 more years. However, for those who want to participate in the event, it is a completely different story. Their wait will be anything but passive. They immediately started getting ready, getting prepared. They are already studying what worked and what did not, what they must do in order to make it into the great event. Like the people going to today’s ‘wedding’, some teams that want to get into the event in Brazil in 2014 will be shut out, while those that make it through will be elated. Of course, unlike the World Cup, we do not know when that big event will be. But Jesus said it will occur. And so, Jesus said – prepare, “Be alert! Be on guard!” All the time - if we want to claim what St. Paul called “the prize”, the greatest prize the world will ever know. 
One thing is certain, one of us is in for a surprise. Either the group of us who believe in what Jesus said or the group telling us from their own wealth of internal, unsubstantiated wisdom that it is all a fairy tale and humans now have more sense than to believe in this. I am not sure if they are aware that the ‘primitive’ people they so quickly dismiss for such ideas had their full share of humanists and other ‘voices’ telling them the same thing. ‘Surely you can’t believe that!’ ‘Surely you will not die!’ Perhaps it is as Ralph Waldo Emerson put it, “Tis curious that we only believe as deeply as we live.” For, it seems clear that too many people here now live too shallow, lack depth in so many ways. Frankly, for what is greater than a life or death question, I would be weighing the evidence each side presents and the basis of their purported knowledge and their respective accomplishments. From my research, I have been pretty impressed with the demonstrated intellectual depth and the accomplishments in other fields of so many strong Christians. Certainly I can’t say that I have found atheists, though some are quite accomplished, obviously superior intellectually - and there seem to be many more in that camp of Christian high achievers. If anyone here is struggling with whether to accept Christ as Lord and Saviour and worried by comments about Christians being superstitious ignoramuses, I suggest you research this subject and see what you find about the capabilities and achievements of great figures who were Christians. Though that is helpful, I am convinced that a decision to believe in God and follow Christ is not made on the strength of human evidence or persuasion alone, and the Holy Spirit puts the final process in place, as the truth of the living God is revealed to us. Once that happens, we see things so differently, progressively, from unbelievers, that it seems we are looking at two different worlds. So one of us is in for a surprise. For I am convinced that I will face that ‘great and terrible’ time of arriving at the ‘wedding feast’ to either be embraced and ushered in by the Host or to find the door shut. For if I am not here at the Second Coming, I will surely pass from this earthly life by death, and I will face it then. 
I love the characters in the comic strip, Peanuts. Once, the irrepressible Lucy had to write a school essay on the life of a person. She did. It read in total: “Once upon a time there was a man. He was born. He lived. He died. The end.”  The Bible says much the same thing. Except for one critical difference. Before ‘the end’, it adds simply, “and after that, to face the Judgment.”  And that is what I must be prepared for.
Of course today’s theme goes with the season we are in now, in our part of the world. We do not like to think about it, for even storms can be so disruptive, and a major hurricane is frightening and dangerous. We dislike disruptions to our way of life – and certainly fear, especially of something we can never quite know what to expect. But we know if we live here hurricanes are inevitable, at some time, though ‘later’, we hope, rather than sooner. I think just about anywhere on the planet there are risks of natural forces that can be disruptive and disastrous, as this magnificent world has to vent some of the tremendous energy that sustains life. But the message that is drummed in to us in respect of any such potential natural disasters is that it can be tragic to just do nothing, hoping the wait will be for naught or when the event does occur, we’ll get by, because others will be prepared, will have oil for their lamps, and  will look out for us. So the experts warn us repeatedly, showing us examples, that the best way to avoid tragedy, as far as humanly possible, is to be prepared. To use our time not by avoiding thinking of the future or goofing off. Instead, we are urged to spend our time while we wait building secure foundations and strengthening our structures, and by building up the reserves of what we will need to help us get safely through such an event. It is imperative to follow such directions. In the end, we can only do so much ourselves and we do have to rely on God to get us through the worst of such disasters, one way or the other. But when God has shown us over time and by the expertise that He reveals to people the precautions that can be taken to save lives, is it really “faith” to sit back and do nothing but to say you are trusting in God? 
As in today’s parable, we’ve all received the invitation to the great banquet but all will not get in. Some will have believed the invitation was false and will have spent their lives arrogantly rejecting it. Unfortunately, especially for us in the Church, others will have wanted to go but failed to prepare, or to remain prepared. And when death or the Second Coming arrives will be scrambling around to find what they need to get in, but won’t have the time to do so, especially when in their unpreparedness they do not know where to go to find what they need.  When the foolish young women finally woke up to what was happening they turned to the wrong source for the fuel they needed, because it is true that others cannot provide what we need for this final prize. Unlike a natural disaster, we cannot get through by the resources or shelter of others. The Old Testament Scriptures had made that clear to the Jews. The “great” news was that each of them could save himself. The news, however, was “terrible” for those who thought they were safe because they were the chosen people, or they came from a righteous family. Because God repeatedly told them you will not be saved by hanging on to any coattails, either someone else’s or even the coattails of your own past righteousness. In our text from Ezekiel, God’s great news was that He does not “take any pleasure in the death of the wicked” or “in the death of anyone”, meaning of course not earthly death but the final post-Judgement, spiritual death. Rather, God says passionately, He is “pleased when they turn from their ways and live.” Reassuring words. But if someone who has been righteous subsequently becomes unfaithful, his past righteousness will no longer save him. Likewise, in the first part of that chapter, God gave detailed examples to stress that an unfaithful son will not be saved because of the righteousness of his father, but equally a righteous son will not perish because of the sins of an unrighteous father.  “The soul who sins is the one who will die” declares the Lord.  
Jesus, about 600 years after Ezekiel, repeated that same fact of life. The day of reckoning is inevitable. We will come face to face with Christ, to be judged and separated, like “good fish” from “bad” fish. It could happen any time, even in those midnight periods of our lives. The right preparation will be what makes the difference, He said. So, that day of meeting Christ is not something I want to have to look forward to with dread. But instead, as the certain opportunity to claim eternal life in heaven with God; not wailing in anguish and loneliness on the outside, locked out forever and ever and ever because I failed to accept the invitation from Christ or to get ready in time. And another wonderful thing about the prize is the fulfilment and peace to be had here and now because of what Jesus stressed also, that ‘the kingdom of God is near/within/amongst you.” We can start sharing in that kingdom now, in this life, if we allow Jesus to reign in our lives, though it will not fully come on earth until the second coming.

So what can I do to be prepared, to be amongst the ‘wise ones’ welcomed in to an eternity of joy the extent of which I cannot now even imagine? 

It is not a particularly hidden mystery, is it? The prophet Hosea tells us “Sow for yourselves righteousness, reap the fruit of unfailing love, and break up your unploughed ground; for it is time to seek the Lord until He comes and showers righteousness on you.” Again we get that clear message, it is a matter of keeping on doing what is necessary, persevere in our seeking, no giving up. Not something we do once when we join the Church then sit back and nod off. And to be able to persevere in this, we need to ‘break up our unploughed ground’, soften our hearts for something new so God can grow in us. Only then will we be able to love unfailingly and act righteously in all things – then we can reap the fruit when we meet the Lord. The New Testament continues these themes, a veritable manual not only for salvation but, in today’s context, of how to hold fast to it during the wait. And we do not even have to be able to interpret the difficult or metaphorical parts to learn the answers. In fact we could get sufficient directions by just looking at Matthew, in the interest of time today.
When Jesus began to preach in Chapter 4 of Matthew, He starts with one critical word, where we all need to start, “Repent”! “Repentance” continues as a recurring theme; as do believing and following Jesus and the need to seek and live in “righteousness”. Doing right according to God’s precepts. He also pointed out that those that “do not bear good fruit” will be “cut down”. Even more, Jesus stressed the necessity for us to continue producing the fruit of the kingdom of God. That is, He made it clear it is not good enough to simply not bear “bad fruit” – but we must also “bear good fruit”. No neutrality! It cannot be the kind of waiting where you are doing nothing. And Paul has helped us understand that good fruit: a combination of things such as love, peace, kindness, faithfulness, self-control. 
We can make two lists from Matthew. On the one hand, the things we will be doing or the way we will be living if we want to be embraced by Christ on that day. On the other, the things we will not want to be doing if we want to be prepared to get into the great banquet. 
So (without listing those actions that might require special gifts of the Spirit), we have the good things recorded by Matthew, such as:  “justice, mercy and faithfulness”; tested by how we care for the poor and weak and needy. “So in everything do to others what you would have them do to you.” In Chapter 9 Jesus tells us to go and learn what God means in saying “I desire mercy, not sacrifice.” In other words, true worship is not ritual. Not rending your clothes in a dramatic show, but ‘rend your hearts’ in doing something sacrificially that a truly aching heart would move you to do, in mercy, for someone else. 
Then there is the humility to empty ourselves and trust in Christ like little children. The need to recognise that we are “poor in spirit”; so we “hunger and thirst for righteousness”; being people who, for the sake of Christ, are “meek”, “merciful”; “pure in heart”; “peacemakers”. And peacemaker here means more than turning away of violence. It means helping others to share in the bounteousness of God’s creation.  He tells us to be diligent and always “Ask” God for help, always “seek” Him. “Forgiveness” is another key; in fact it needs to come first. We need to note that was stipulated along with another key element - “prayer”. Jesus taught His followers how to pray; obviously too important to leave to chance. In fact Jesus was teaching His followers and any who would listen all the time.  So it is clear that a fundamental requirement is for us to learn about God, His ways, the history of His love of, and presence with, humanity, and His requirements. 
Matthew’s final ‘go and do instruction’ was, go and make disciples of others. Jesus promises that whoever “…practices and teaches [God’s] commands will be called great in the kingdom of heaven.” On this responsibility of the Christian, Luke records Jesus saying, “… And when you [Peter] have turned back, strengthen your brothers.” 
In the list of what not to do, in addition to the all-encompassing “sin”, or “disobedience”, we find the still overwhelmingly popular “hypocrisy”, “greed and self indulgence”, “wickedness”. And Jesus was particularly incensed with ‘causing others to sin’; and being a person through whom the “things that cause people to sin” comes. If we sit back and allow things to go on in our land that ‘cause people to sin’, does this warning not apply to us? In trying to be prepared to be saved from hurricanes there are certain things the community has to do, like insisting that the mangrove buffer is not uprooted, to keep others besides the direct owner of the mangroves from being destroyed. In a similar way God calls not only on individuals to stop doing wrong and do right, but also on whole nations. There are, therefore, many other things besides the proposed Conservation Law afoot in our land that Christians should be concerned that we get right, as hurricanes are not the only dangers we face in the long term. 
Against those thoughts of what we must do and not do, we recall God’s summation in Ezekiel today, “Rid yourselves of all the offences you have committed, and get a new heart and a new spirit. … repent and live!” However, we must never overlook that we cannot adequately avoid committing the ‘offences’ nor do all the good things except through Jesus Christ, by our commitment to Him. 
And that trying to do these good things on our own strength will not get us into heaven, as we will never perfectly succeed. Only belief in the Resurrected Christ can do that. But whether or not we endeavour to live righteously, after we have accepted Christ as Lord and Saviour, is the test of the truth of our new heart and spirit and of the integrity of our faith in and love for Christ.  Jesus, in Matthew 7:21, warned, “Not everyone who calls me ‘Lord, Lord’, will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father …” Dietrich Bonhoffer noted that “Action springs not from thought, but from a readiness for responsibility” – another word that seems frightening to many. 
Jesus had already explained the reasons some would be taken into heaven and some would not. In Mat. 13, about the sower and the seed, He spoke of the person who hears and understands the word, thus producing a bountiful crop, versus the one too hardened to hear so the seed never takes hold. But for those of us already Christians, He warned of the two types of persons who, like the ‘foolish virgins’, hear and accept God’s invitation but can’t hold on during the wait. First is he who receives the Gospel message and is immediately excited “but since he has no root, he lasts only a short time.” Here we find again the shallowness Emerson spoke of, causing us to only believe as deeply as we live.  The ironic thing in this case is that if we truly believe in Christ, the Holy Spirit will help us to live deeply; and as we do so, caring for what God cares about, we will believe even more deeply. 

Secondly, there are those for whom “the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke” us off and make us “unfruitful” in God’s service.   Similarly, Jesus had warned “you cannot serve both God and Money.” The old people put it that “money was a good servant but a bad master.”  That is where seeking wealth becomes a problem, when it dominates our lives, when we make it our god. Of course the ‘worries of this life’ really can be painful, distracting and sometimes overwhelmingly dominating, especially when loved ones are involved. This is where studying God and the Scriptures, consistent prayer, and the other disciplines we looked at earlier, come in. Because of their belief and being grounded in the Scriptures, Peter, Stephen and the other leaders of the New Testament church could stand unbowed before all kinds of attacks, and quote God’s words as their source. And the writers of Psalms like #77 could start out overwhelmed by their personal situation that seemed like God’s love had vanished. But as they reflected on His history of a love that had taken mankind through the seemingly impossible and impassable before, they could again rejoice in a future of hope. This is how God wants to help to strengthen us too and we need to do our part, so we can “live”. 
For that reason also we cannot be unfruitful. There is always enough injustice and other things causing pain for others that should keep our hearts ploughed and receptive to God’s seed of love. William Barclay notes, “Christian love is not to be confused with sentiment, a way of feeling. It is rather the will in action for the good of others. Love is therefore the opposite of self-centeredness, which is the law of this world estranged from God.” Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel would probably agree, having painfully concluded that “The opposite of love is not hate, it's indifference.” 
As Christians, we cannot become indifferent to the plight of our neighbours, near and far; but there is a real risk that the world around us might make us numb. In Matthew 24 Jesus observed that “Because of the increase of wickedness, the love of most will grow cold, but he who stands firm to the end will be saved”. 
Our God conquered death, is alive, and still wants us too, to “live”.
Despite all that threatens to choke us now, what are you prepared to do to be ready for the greatest day of your life? Will you stand firm and be saved?

Amen.
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