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They were ready. That was for sure, the thousands spread over the expanse of Grant Park. Everything had
been prepared: the large stage with the slightly fuzzy USA created I think by the lights of the skyscrapers
hovering over the proceedings. The word had gone out, the verdict was clear, the world was waiting. He
would soon arrive. The National Anthem was a sign. For another 15 minutes the announcers droned on, filling
time without knowing what to say. Then, there he was, little Sasha in hand.

Who could have thought, even ten years ago, that an African-American could be President of the US? A page
has been turned. The "Whites only" signs have not totally disappeared but they have lost their authority. The
crowd in Grant Park, and many around the world were ready "to put their hands on the arc of history and bend
it once more toward the hope of a better day," as Obama often said.

And McCain also showed the United States at its best. In defeat he remarked: "America today is a world away
from the cruel and frightful bigotry of [an older] time. There is no better evidence of this than the election of
an African-American to the presidency of the United States." Were you as moved as me when he gestured to
stop the booing at the announcement that Obama had won. With his simple "please" he marked a turning of
the rituals. The old campaign put-downs were out of place now. It was time to go forward another way.
McCain may have been defeated, but his light never shone brighter. He remained ready to help, ready to
serve.

In the Gospel reading this morning, some are ready, and some are not. We used to talk about the wise and
foolish virgins, but the term bridesmaids is probably appropriate for our time. In any case the wise don't
appear to be all that wise. You take a lamp, and, of course, you take enough oil. The foolish appear to be
really foolish. Why would you bother to take a lamp and leave the oil at home? And those who are wise get
into the party, and those who are foolish are left outside, knocking at the door, "Lord, Lord, open to us."

This is one of those texts, which Matthew uses to keep Christians on guard. There will come a dividing
moment, the sheep and the goats, those who build their house upon the rock as opposed to those who build it
on sand, the wheat from the weeds. The ones who stay ready will arrive, and those foolish, â�¦. well. . .

And what does it mean to be ready? Is it simply a matter of having enough gasoline to run the car, keeping the
bills to the Service Industrial paid up so they don't shut off the lights, making sure there are good batteries in
the torch, as the English call it?

Is it being alert to where the party is happening, so one doesn't miss the main event, a careful read of 20
minutes to see what clubs are going to be hot this week?

Is it simply of matter of making sure one has given one's life to Jesus, buying a ticket through the gate when
the Bridegroom comes? Some forms of Christianity turn readiness to such a simple act. Get saved and get
through. But Matthew seems to see the need of a longer covenant. In the story, the Bridegroom is delayed.
The bridesmaids are getting tired; some even fall asleep. Christians cannot rest on their laurels but must keep
awake for we know neither the day nor the hour. Being ready for Jesus seems to require some kind of
spirituality of insomnia. Being awake all the time has at least one blessing. You won't miss the bridegroom
when he comes. You are always ready.

But who can be ready when the doctor says, "It's malignant and it has spread?" What community can stand the
shock when the army comes and raids the schools to abduct the children to force them to become soldiers?
How can the world possibly be prepared when tyrants go out of control while their citizens starve and nations
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play with human lives to gain advantage? Who can be prepared for the telephone call that your son, or your
brother has ended his life? No one is ever prepared for such news.

Is it possible to always be in the company of the virgins wise with seemingly unlimited reserves of oil for the
lamp?

If we are honest we admit that we all have moments of foolishness, times when we let down our guard, when
we fail the test, when we don't pay attention to what is important. The Gospel's insistent bell that we wake up
leaves us more exhausted than prepared.

I have more and more difficulty with Matthew's rigid division between foolish and wise. Don't you just hate a
wise virgin pointing her finger at you and saying, "I told you so?" Jesus, who talks so much about sharing
with those who have nothing, in this story rewards those who keep all the oil for themselves. Nothing like a
selfish, wise virgin pointing her finger at you saying, "I told you so."

And what about the bridegroom? What has he been doing that he is so late? How much oil does one expect
those silly bridesmaids to have with them, if the bridegroom is off redoing his hair instead of getting to the
wedding? He needed a chorus or two of "Get me to the church on time." Dare we complain to him? You are
too late for the children of Somalia. You are too late to save those 120 people who died of AIDS-related
illnesses since we started this worship service. You are too late for the polar bears and Inuit's on the
diminishing polar ice. You are too late to ward off the bleeding wounds, the scarred memories, the shattered
lives. You are too late for those caught by depression.

After all the questioning about the virgins, wise and foolish, it is time to question the bridegroom. Is there a
good reason why we should not be angry at him? He is the one not ready.

Maybe this morning we need a different version of the story. We don't know why the Bridegroom is delayed.
Whether we are wise or foolish, the oil is running low and we are tired. But in the meantime we have each
other. Wise and foolish together learn to celebrate outside the gate. And if the oil runs out, we dance together
in the dark. When we trip and fall, we weep with one another, and help each other limp along.

Then in the darkness someone bumps into us. We can hardly see, but he is wearing a tuxedo, like a
bridegroom, but worn with age. He has wounded hands and feet, but he is dancing. He opens his arms and we
open ours with him so we can embrace the children of the Congo. Along the way the bridegroom bumps into
us almost by accident, and knowing he is there gives us hope. He begins to sing, "Keep your lamps trimmed
and burning," a song from African American slaves along the Underground Railroad. It is not a threat to
foolish virgins, but a promise. The work is almost done. That meant that slavery would soon be over. He sings
not to keep us awake, but to encourage us in the dark. Every round is going higher. In the dark the bridegroom
winds the dance around the walls of foolish and wise to another door where there is a light glowing. Even if
the way is difficult, our feet tired and the oil long gone, we can go on, because a bridegroom who is also a
slave gathers us in his song.
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