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Wisdom of Solomon 6:12-16; Psalm 70; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; Matthew 25:1-13 

Last weekend, our family took our house guests, my beloved friend Annie and our beloved 
goddaughter Savannah, to closing night at Elitch’s. Now, I fear some of you may suspect 
where this sermon is headed…Part three of the coaster series?  Well, before we go there, let 
me say that initially, my friend Annie and I assumed we’d drop the guys off, including 
Nathan, and abscond with the car to get a nice drink somewhere by ourselves.  But that was 
not meant to be. 

Somehow, we found ourselves stepping through the entrance turn styles and walking down 
the midway. 

About an hour into the evening, son John, the dare devil, began to cajole his god cousin 
Savannah to take flight with him on XLR8R. In case you don’t know, on this ride trusting 
souls are harnessed together and winched to the top of a launch tower then dropped in a 
nose dive directly towards the ground, until the cable tether holding them jerks them to a 
stop before they meet their doom then swings them back and forth wildly before bringing 
them to rest. 

Now, some of you may recall that I did this crazy thing a couple of years ago with son John 
and lived to tell about it. So, when John was cajoling Savannah to go, I foolishly jumped in 
to encourage her.  “I’ve done it,” I said. “It’s not that bad…you’ll love it. You should do it.” 
All said as I sat smugly with her mother, waiting to watch them trot off to enjoy the drop 
while we visited. 

So, after I encouraged her, my goddaughter Savannah asked me, “how many people can fit 
in the harness.” Oh yeah, you see where this is going…but I didn’t. Blithely I replied, 
“three.” Then I saw it. A chesire cat grin spread across her lovely face. “I’ll go if you do, 
godmother Ruthie.” 

Damn. 

There were no two ways about it. I was trapped. Because you know how a story line must 
end. And I knew the instant she put the challenge before me that the story line ending could 
not be “coaster riding godmother wimps out during rare visit from her goddaughter and 
refuses a major bonding experience.”  I had to do it. I just had to. 

This, of course, delighted her. And it really delighted John. 

So off we went. We paid. We waited in line. We talked to people. We suited up. Now, the 
one thing I didn’t tell you earlier is that you are not merely hurled to earth by the ride 
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managers. You must do something to hurl yourself to earth.  

Someone in your group must pull the rip cord.  On my first ride, John pulled it. Savannah 
and I quickly determined that John must do it this time, too. And he willingly agreed. I knew 
there was no way I could do it.  And Savannah was certain she could not bring herself to do 
it, either. 

So, after we suited up, as we headed to the launch, the staff member asked who would pull 
the rip cord. Savannah and I pointed to John. “Oh, he can’t do it,” the woman said. He’s the 
tallest of you all, so he’ll need to be in the center. 

At this point, Savannah and I both froze. This was a scenario we were not prepared for. It 
may seem small to you, but the idea that I would have to do something to prompt our 
hurling through the air, plunging toward our doom, was beyond me. I looked at my 
goddaughter. I saw terror in her eyes. I knew how this story line must go. I would have to 
pull the rip cord. 

The next thing I remember saying to my beloved son and god daughter was, “I hate you 
both.”  

Soon, we were hooked from our suits onto a cable, then, the floor beneath us lowered, 
making us flop suddenly into the air onto our bellies. In some ways, that is the most 
terrifying moment because in that instant, you lose control and realize what is to come. 

During the next few seconds, the three of us were winched in our harness obscenely high to 
the launch tower. All the way up, I repeated my loving mantra to John and Savannah, “I hate 
you both.” 

Before I knew it, we were at the top, suspended by a mere cable cord 160 feet above the 
hard ground. 

And then we heard it… “3, 2, 1…wait, not yet…” the guy said, toying with me…and 
then…“FLY!” That was my moment.  

When I’d heard “3” I’d reached my hand down to the rip cord handle. I was ready. There 
was absolutely no sense waiting.  

I pulled. And all I remember after that was hurling toward the bright lights below and 
screaming, then laughing riotously. 

Okay, I know it’s not for everyone. And I know it won’t be for me forever. But here’s 
another thing I know: I can’t recall being more alert anywhere than I was being winched up 
those 160 feet and knowing that in mere seconds, I had rip cord to pull.  

A rip cord that would hurl me into an adventure I’d not intended to go on or seen coming 
my way. 

There was this odd juxtaposition up there of not knowing exactly when we would plunge 
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head first but knowing that, unlike on traditional coasters where all I had to do was ride, in 
this case, my own action would prompt our launch. 

Today’s gospel deals with being ready. It deals with the action we must take to be launched 
into the light that can lead the groom to the wedding feast. This gospel has been seriously 
challenged.  

A number of writers note the obvious tension between the behavior of the so-called wise 
virgins in this text who refused to share their oil with the foolish ones and other 
commandments of Jesus to give what is asked of us, our cloak, our bread, our lives.  

Others note the sexism embedded in this text in which the age-old stereotype of women 
pitted against women around a man’s approval gets played out. 

These dimensions of this text merit our attention.  

But at root, I believe this parable is giving a simple message. 

Paul Nuechterlein, shortly after President Obama’s first win, likened this parable to the 
President’s acceptance speech tag line, “this is our moment; this is our time.” Neucterlain 
points out that Jesus was speaking to people who were daily seeing the cost of Roman 
oppression.  

The parable, he argues, is not about some other-worldly hope for paradise. To the contrary, 
this is an image calling the hearers to be prepared for God’s advent here and now. It is a call 
to be alert, awake, prepared for an immanent, if unexpected, arrival of Christ in our daily 
encounters. 

Meeting Christ in the dark nights of this world and leading him to the feast is our calling. We 
said it last week when we baptized Lila…we promise to seek and serve Christ in all persons.  

We promise to stop injustice, to end violence, to feed hungry children. We promise to lead 
Christ to the feast. 

But, before we can do so, we must fill the lamps so we can see him in the night. It is Christ 
in us who will give us light to see Christ our neighbor.  

Jesus asks us to be ready. To have our hands on the rip cord. He asks us to understand that 
the story line of missing the moment will not do. 

I may have done what was needed on XLR8R Sunday night. But I do not kid myself. There 
are many more times when I have missed the moment. When I have later realized Christ was 
in front of me…in a neighbor, in a family member, in a stranger, sometimes in one of you. 
And I have failed. I have scurried off frantically searching for the oil I lacked.  

I cannot meet Christ in you if I have not prepared. I cannot even see him when my lamp is 
without oil. And I may not have time, in the hour of his arrival, to rush about finding oil. 
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It is not frivolous to prepare, not superfluous to spend time inviting the Spirit into your soul. 
It is essential. Our spiritual practices give us the light we need to see the face of Christ when 
he appears before us. 

Prayer, silence, walking meditation, retreat, study, deep companionship, extended rest. All of 
these are means of filling the lamp with oil. These are our rip cords. These, we must pull if 
we would be launched into the light, if we would be able to find Christ in the face of the 
other and lead him to the feasting table. 

We are quite good about our commitments to justice here. It has long been in our DNA to 
seek and serve Christ in those who need our strong presence. 

My question for you today is this: how good are you at trimming your lamp with oil?  

I suspect our next adventure together involves more prayer, more silence, more meditation 
and retreat, more study, more rest and deep companionship.  

In my mind’s eye, I see Jesus, like my goddaughter Savannah, with a wry smile moving 
across his face, asking us how many of us can be harnessed together, as you and I sit smugly, 
not quite yet realizing it is we who are about to be outfitted with a rip cord, ready for the 
launch. 

I think a new adventure is soon to begin here, one we may not have invited or expected. 
And I have a strong suspicion it will be a prequel to all our wonderful activism, not replacing 
it, but preceding it. I would wager our next chapter will have much to do with filling our 
lamps, with reaching a trembling hand to the rip cord, and giving it a pull to launch us into 
the light. 

This is our moment, this is our time. Christ is appearing before us daily. We dare not miss 
him in the darkness.  


