“Be Prepared…to Wait”

Deuteronomy 34:1-5

Matthew 25:1-13

Years ago there was a study done on our cultural desire for instant gratification.  Four-year-old children were given a marshmallow – one marshmallow.  And then they were given a choice.  They could go ahead and eat the marshmallow.  Or, if they could wait two minutes then they would be given a second marshmallow.  So, instead of having one marshmallow, they would have two - but only if they could delay gratification for two minutes.

On the videotape of a replication of this experiment, the first child immediately ate the marshmallow.  The second child just took tiny nibbles out the marshmallow, in hopes that no one would notice.  The third child stared at the marshmallow while sitting on his hands.  Finally he bent over the table with his mouth wide open, putting his lips around the marshmallow.  But he didn’t eat it.  He just sort of anticipated the eating.  The last child simply broke into tears.

We live in a driven society.  We drive fast, and we live fast paced lives.  We have become a culture of instant gratification.  Much like the children in the marshmallow study, we want what we want when we want it.  We eat instant grits and drink instant coffee.  We go through the drive-in window at fast food restaurants.  You can now even buy soup in a special container.  You just plop it in the microwave for a few seconds, and then you can drink it while you drive your car. Like the children in this study, we seem to be unable to delay gratification.

We live in a fast paced culture.  And our culture teaches us many lessons about what’s important in life.  Each day we are lured by messages of no-wait-service and instant return on our investments.  If the politicians of one party can’t produce instant results, we’re immediately ready to throw the bums out.  Instant results and instant gratification – that’s what our culture teaches us to value.  It’s become a way of life in our culture, a foundation upon which we build our whole understanding of life, a framework upon which we build our valves and prioritize what’s important.  “I want what I want when I want it, and you’d better not get in my way.”  But in my opinion, our inability to delay gratification, to stick to our goals over the long haul, presents a major threat to our society and to our church.

Interestingly enough, the results of the marshmallow study showed that 14 years later and 25 years later the ability to delay gratification among children is an excellent indicator of their future adjustment and well being.  When they became adults, the children who could wait two minutes for the second marshmallow were better able to handle life, to keep their eye on their larger goals without being distracted.  They scored much higher on their college entrance exams, because they studied harder and longer.  While other students neglected their homework, because they couldn’t wait to have a good time, the students who could delay gratification got their homework done first.  Then they went out to have fun.  The results of this study showed that the ability to wait – to delay gratification – is an important quality of life, and in our Gospel reading we find out that it is an important quality in our life of our faith as well.

Now our parable this morning - Parable of the Ten Bridesmaids - is a confusing, baffling parable that raises more questions than it answers, but the many questions that are raised by the parable are actually a clue to its understanding.  You see the Parable of the Ten Bridesmaids is intended to be interpreted allegorically.  And in an allegory the characters and events in the story are actually symbols that point to something outside of the parable.  In this morning’s parable, the bridegroom is symbolic of Christ.  The bridesmaids are the rank-and-file Christians in the world.  And the anticipated return of the bridegroom is symbolic of the return of Jesus Christ – the Second Coming.

You see as Christians we believe that there will come a day when Jesus will return to this world in power and glory - to right all the wrongs, to “wipe away every tear,” and to cast evil out of God’s creation once and for all.  On that day we believe that “swords will be beaten into plowshares” and “the wolf and the lamb will lay down together.”  The New Jerusalem will be established, and death and pain and misery will be no more.  The kingdom of God will come in its completeness “on earth as it is in heaven.”

Now here’s the point.  In the earliest Christian church there was an expectation that Jesus’ Second Coming would happen any day, any second.  But as days rolled into years, and years rolled into decades, it became very clear that the Second Coming would be delayed.  In other words, they would have to delay gratification and wait.

Who are the Wise Bridesmaids, and who are the foolish?  Who will be invited in, and who will be left standing behind a closed door?  According to the parable, there is only one difference between Wise and the Foolish.  And be advised, it’s not what they do, because both the wise and the foolish fall asleep while waiting.  The difference is that the wise bridesmaids were prepared for the delay.  The wise bridesmaids brought an extra flask of oil.  The point is that they were ready to wait and wait and wait for his return.

In the life of Christian faith it's easy to get discouraged when day after day, month after month, year after year nothing seems to change.  You volunteer at a soup kitchen, but year after year the line just seems to grow longer.  Year after year we watch the efforts to bring peace between Palestinians and Israel, but today the hatred and violence between them seems worse than ever.  We used to worry that our arms race with the Soviet Union would lead to a nuclear Holocaust; now we worry about nuclear weapons getting into the hands of terrorists.  It’s easy to become discouraged; to loose hope, to let the light of our faith grow dim.  It’s easy to get tired of waiting and give up.

I have always been an admirer of Martin Luther King, Jr., because day after day, year after year, he kept his eyes focused on the larger goals of the Civil Rights Movement - without being distracted.  His faith was occasionally challenged, and I am well aware of his periods of discouragement.  But he never lost hope.  It must have been so tempting for him to seek the instant gratification of returning violence with violence, to turn loose the anger and frustration of his African-American people upon the Segregationist South.  But he didn’t.  He held on to his Christian conviction of nonviolent resistance and his faith that God was with him.  In spite of the fire hoses and attack dogs, in spite of the taunts and threats, he held on to his dream that, in his own words, “one day former slaves and the sons of former slaveowners will be able to sit down together at a table of brotherhood.”

But as the struggle for justice and acceptance between races and social classes continued well into the 1960’s, the hatred and animosity thrown on Martin Luther King escalated into threats of assassination.  My point is that Dr. King began to realize that prejudice and bigotry were evils that probably would not be conquered in his lifetime.
Now most people who live their lives by the philosophy of instant gratification would have given up.  What’s the point of suffering if my efforts are never going to directly benefit me?  But this wasn’t the perspective that guided the life of Martin Luther King.  So he didn’t quit.  And he didn’t loose hope.  He held on to his dream.

On April 3, 1968, the night before his assassination - Rev. King gave a prophetic speech, an inspired sermon, to a group of sanitation workers.  In that speech, he seemed to anticipate his immanent death.  But he held on to his dream, and I believe he pointed us toward our hope, toward the oil that keeps our faith burning.  Martin Luther King proclaimed:

“Well, I don’t know what will happen now; we’ve got difficult days ahead.  But it really doesn’t matter with me now, because I’ve been to the mountaintop.  And I don’t mind.  Like anybody, I would like to live a long life – longevity has its place.  But I’m not concerned about that now.  I just want to do God’s will.  And He’s allowed me to go up to the mountain.  And I’ve looked over, and I’ve seen the Promised Land.  I may not get there with you.  But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the Promised Land.  And so I’m happy tonight; I’m not worried about anything; I’m not fearing any man.  Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.”
Part of having enough oil to see us through the long wait for the return of Christ is living our lives in the joy of simply doing God’s will, whether it ever directly benefits us in our lifetime or not.  As Christians, we live our lives from a different perspective than Instant Gratification.  “I just want to do God’s will.” That’s what Martin Luther King said. My friends, we find our joy in life by simply and faithfully doing the will of God, day after day after day.

Like Martin Luther King, Jr., Moses never got to go into the Promised Land.  But they both got to glimpse it.  You see part of having enough oil for the long wait for the return of Christ is cherishing the brief glimpses we get of the Kingdom.  The Emancipation Proclamation, The 1964 Civil Rights Bill, the crumbling of the Berlin Wall, the words of forgiveness from someone we’ve wronged, the words “I still love you, and I always will;” the Assurance of Pardon in our Prayer of Confession, The Bread of Life, and the Cup of Salvation.

Part of having enough oil for the long wait for the return of Christ is learning how to live in the hope and assurance that Christ will return - that some day every tear will be wiped away, that the lion and the lamb will lie down together, and we will all sit together at the table of love and fellowship.  Part of having enough oil for the wait is claiming the promise that God is working God’s purpose out and that all our sacrifices and all our work for the kingdom will bear fruit – some day.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit – Amen.

Let us Pray:

Almighty God, “put some oil in our lamps; keep it burning.  Keep it burning ‘til the break of Day.”  Open our eyes to the many ways in which Christ is coming and is present with us in the here now, that we might wisely wait and be ready for his final return.  Amen.

David A. Cagle

November 6, 2011

Sunday after All Saints Day
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