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Grace, mercy and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ……as we enter the last 3 Sundays in the Church Year. Our focus turns to the inevitable second coming of Christ and the necessity for all to be prepared.
Today’s Gospel comes to us from one of Jesus’ last earthly sermons, spoken in Jerusalem only 2 days prior to his crucifixion. There’s an urgency in his voice as He describes what it will be like on earth before He returns. “The sun will be darkened, the moon will not give its light, the stars will fall from the sky, and heavenly bodies will be shaken.” (Matt 24: 29). Jesus reminded His hearers of how, at the time of Noah, the flood came and caught almost everybody “eating, drinking and being merry” and unaware of their impending doom. Chapter 24 ends with the return of the master and those not ready being “cut to pieces and being assigned to a place where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” 

Then Jesus tells the “parable of the ten virgins.”  It’s a “the Kingdom of Heaven Is Like” parable, this one about a group of ten bridesmaids whose job it was to stay up late and wait outside until the groom showed up for the wedding. Five of them were deemed “wise” and the other five “Foolish.” The night…and the wait grew long. They all fell asleep, until finally, HE showed up. The “wise ones” jumped up, refilled their lamps with the extra oil they had brought and went on into the feast with the bridegroom…..while the others, the foolish ones who hadn’t brought extra oil….ended up running to the store and being left out in the cold. 
It NEVER fails that when we discuss this parable, someone will suggest that Jesus is teaching us to share. “IF,” they argue, “those wise virgins had simply shared some of their oil, they all could have gone in!” I suppose that in our world today we might call this “income redistribution,” where those who have give to those who don’t just to level the playing field….but that’s not Jesus’ point.
It’s simply this: are you ready to Jesus to return again? Are you living in the confidence that God loves you and has forgiven your sins for the sake of Jesus Christ? FAITH is the lamp-oil that was present in some and missing in others. It’s almost like one of those Capital One Credit Card ads: What’s in YOUR wallet? What’s in YOUR lamp? Who is in YOUR HEART? 
Are you ready to die? I’m not trying to be morbid and I’m not trying to sell spots in the Memorial Garden, but the text...and the message….is clear: We need to be ready. The moment I left my mother’s womb, I began my journey toward the tomb. So did you, no matter what. We can diet and exercise, live healthy and eat all the tofu we can stomach, but the inevitable marches nearer every single day. The ‘signs are clear, the end is near, and soon will come, our Savior dear.’ 
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Let’s put a more positive spin on this: The moment I left the water of my baptism as one of God’s saints, I began my journey toward heaven! I know that people may steal my money, they may destroy my stuff, and even end my earthly life….but no one can take my faith! Everything else may be shaky but faith holds. It’s forever. It’s something God gave ME. MY faith won’t save YOU. Your faith can’t save ME. It’s the oil in our lamps and we each need our own supply.
Somewhere along the line, we have been, as the Meaning of the 3rd Article of the Creed says, “called, gathered, enlightened and sanctified in the one, true faith.” Maybe that happened to you as a child, as it did with me. Maybe you came to faith through Sunday School or in the military. Possibly a spouse or friend showed you where to “find the oil.” Whatever: rejoice that your lamp is full and that you are ready for the Bridegroom to appear.
That leads me to this question: If you knew that tomorrow was going to be the last day of your life, what would you do?  I’m sure I would plan some special moments with my family. I’d be sure to tell all my loved ones how much they mean to me. I would hug the kids and bless the grandkids. I’d want to dance the night away with Pam. I would probably go to people you have grudges with and tell them how petty I’ve been, compared with the “big picture.” I might find someone to whom I need to say “I’m sorry” and offer it to them. That’s what I would do….and I think most of us, knowing that we already have “oil in our lamps,” would focus on making sure those left behind us have “oil in theirs.” 
Luther, when asked what HE would do if he were going to die tomorrow, replied simply, “I’d go out and plant a tree.”   He would, in other words, leave behind him a legacy of life that would grow on and on into the future.
The story is told of an English woman who just LOVED to shop. When she died, her tombstone read, “She died wanting more.” And when her husband died, they put on HIS stone, “He died trying to give it to her.” That’s not a legacy any of us would want, nor anything we would like on our tombstones. Jesus warns us both to be prepared for His coming and NOT to focus our lives on the things of this world. The Wall Street Horrors of October have reminded us of that in far more strident tones than the mere words of any sermon. 
What GOD calls us to do….IS calling us to do right now, this morning…… is invest in a legacy that will last….and that will make an eternal difference in the lives of people long after we are gone. I’ll call it the “Legacy of Loaded Lamps.” It’s a legacy of bringing Hope to those who will come after us. 

I have been in ministry for 38 years now in 6 different churches. I was called, and privileged to start a Lutheran school and I’m thrilled that it is still operating 30 years later. My name isn’t on the cornerstone….and I’m not even on the mailing list anymore, but that doesn’t make a difference to me as long as boys and girls and parents and grandparents continue to be touched with the saving news of Jesus Christ. Their lamps are being filled, their wicks are being trimmed, and they are being prepared for THEIR eternity with Christ. 
God is calling us to make one, long difference in the lives of others….and it’s not just because we can’t take our treasures with us. It’s because someone else invested in a legacy of faith that has been instrumental in bringing Oil to OUR lamps. It’s because God’s PERSONAL goal is to be sure that as many people as possible end up in heaven with Him forever. To do that, God INVESTED in us by sending Christ as our Savior. Christ INVESTED his very lifeblood into our salvation by dying on the cross…..and that legacy has been shared with each of us. Maybe it was your parents who brought you to faith, or a Sunday School teacher, a neighbor, grandparent, or friend…someone invested time and energy, prayers and gifts, to be sure that your lamp was filled with the oil of salvation.
Take what God has offered….and invested in you….and invest in the Legacy of Loaded Lamps here at Hope. You NEVER know the difference you can make.

I’m going to end with a true story. A young British boy was staying in Scotland one summer. He wandered to a swimming hole and by himself, jumped in. The water was Scottishly cold, his legs cramped and he began to scream for help. A Scottish farmboy ran over and saved his life. The next day the father of the English boy came to thank the Scottish boy for saving his son. “What do you want to do with your life,” he asked the boy, who responded that he would become what his family had always been, farmers. “Isn’t there More you would rather do?” asked the Brit. “I’ve always wanted to become a doctor, but we’re too poor to pay for the schooling.”  The English man then and there agreed to pay for the young man’s education. 
Years later, in 1943 when Winston Churchill was in Africa, he got terribly sick with pneumonia. A brilliant scientist, Sir Alexander Fleming, was flown in to try a new drug he had just invented: penicillin. The drug saved Churchill’s life. It was the second time Fleming had saved Churchill….the first was when he risked his life to pull him out of the pond. 
In two weeks we as the people of Hope are going to make our commitments to the legacy of this ministry. It’s a legacy that can offer the Hope of Jesus Christ for years to come. It won’t be done cheaply….but consider the cost: the blood of Jesus Christ was shed for us…..it’s worth passing on to others so that they too will be ready for Him when He comes again! 

Let’s Leave A Legacy of Loaded Lamps!
