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If you’ve put together your earthquake kit, you know how important it is to
stick extra batteries and portable chargers in your kit, because flashlights,
emergency radios, and cell phones are completely useless if they don’t have
back-up power when their power runs out.

| remember taking a youth group on a trip many years ago to underground
caves in Kentucky. A guide took us on a mile-long trek into a labyrinth of
caves underneath the ground and then had us sit down and turn off our
headlamps. It was the inkiest, thickest darkness I've ever experienced. There
was no way we could find our way out without light. And | thought to myself,
oh my goodness—if all our headlamp batteries went dead right now we’d be
toast.

If you don’t do something to counter it, you'll be in the dark when the light
runs out. If you don’t act, the darkness takes over. And as much as | believe
in prayer and want you to turn to prayer, especially in times of darkness,
prayer does not charge the batteries in your flashlight and phone or get you
out of a dark cave in Kentucky.

The difference between the wise and foolish bridesmaids in this gospel story
today is that the wise bridesmaids knew that if the bridegroom was delayed,
their oil would run out and they’d be in the dark. Remember, all ten of the
bridesmaids had lamps, but five of them chose not to bring any extra oil
from home, or they didn’t care enough to go buy some extra before they
went to meet the bridegroom. And even if all ten bridesmaids in this parable
that Jesus told were faithful Jews who would easily turn to prayer, prayer is
not what got them out of the dark. Instead, it was something the wise
bridesmaids did that produced the light—they brought an extra flask of oil.

As I’'m sure you have too, I've been thinking all week about the tragedy that
happened last Sunday at First Baptist Church in Sutherland Springs, Texas.
I’'ve been praying for that congregation, that community, those families who

lost multiple members in multiple generations, for the hundreds and
thousands of lives that have been permanently upended because of the vile
act of one sick person.

I’'ve heard several of you this week say in one way or another, “that could
have been our church.” And even though | think the risk is incredibly slim,
there is some truth in that statement. And | will dare a risky statement right
now that some of you may disagree with, but others have said it this week
and | think it’s true: even though prayer is crucial in circumstances like this,
prayer is not enough. Prayer can and does bring comfort to those who suffer.
Prayer does move hearts. Prayer is the first place we should turn.

But prayer alone doesn’t get us to a different reality. Only praying to God
that nothing like this ever happens again is kind of like having a lamp but no
oil to light it, or a flashlight with no batteries, or a phone with no charger. If
we don’t act, the darkness takes over. Prayer alone doesn’t produce the kind
of light needed to counter this kind of evil.

On Monday morning | was at the gym and on one of the TVs was a news
show on which they were interviewing the pastor of First Baptist Church in
Seattle about the tragedy at First Baptist Church in Sutherland Springs. And
the pastor said something that totally resonated with the message I'm
hearing from this gospel text today. He said:

If you think the reason this happened in Sutherland Springs is because we
need stricter gun control laws, then get involved in making gun control
happen.

If you think the reason this happened in Sutherland Springs is because we
need better mental health services in this country, then get involved in
ensuring there is mental health care available for everyone.

If you think the reason this happened in Sutherland Springs is because of a
spiritual issue, then come to church and invite others to come with you.

In other words, don’t just take your lamp. Bring some oil with it, too. Do
something in order to create light.

The great Christian pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer argued that at some point,
we need to stop caring for those crushed under the wheel and put a spoke



in the wheel so it will stop crushing people in the first place. We cannot
expect society to change if we Christians do not act.

Even Martin Luther’s explanation of the 5" commandment, you shall not kill,
says “We are to fear and love God, so that we neither endanger nor harm
the lives of our neighbors, but instead help and support them in all of life’s
needs.”

We might not have been the criminal in last Sunday’s tragedy at First Baptist
Church in Sutherland Springs, Texas, but if we do nothing to keep our
neighbor from danger and harm, if we do not help and support them in all
of life’s needs, we have broken the 5" commandment. We might as well
have committed the crime ourselves.

My dear brothers and sisters in Christ, we cannot just pray. We must act. We
have to call or write to our congress people to enact sensible gun laws. We
have to push for laws and policies that ensure that people who need it get
the mental health care they need. We have to invite people who are hurting
to church where they will be refreshed with water, bread, wine and the
Word and find hope to pull them out of despair.

We are people of faith, and people of faith do God’s work with our hands.
Our faith moves us to action. You and | have the power, the ability, and the
inspiration of our faith to do actually something about the sinful violence
that happened last Sunday in Texas, so that it truly never does happen here.

And let’s remember the truism in this parable, that at some point, we will
run out of time. The doors will shut on the wedding banquet, and we will
regret the things we did not do. Don’t wait to do the things that God is
calling you to do. Because if the world God envisions is to come to pass, it’s
up to us to let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like and ever-
flowing stream.

So bring your lamps, but don’t forget the oil. Amen.



