
I was a boy scout from the ages of 11 to 15, a sea scout in fact. Our troop was

based just a few hundred metres from Portland Harbour and the English

Channel. We were proud of our maritime identity and thought ourselves a cut

above our land scout rivals based in other parts of the town. Our sailors’ hats

and navy-blue uniforms made us stand out in any joint activity with them. One

thing we had in common, sea scouts and land lubbers alike, was the famous

scouting motto; ‘Be prepared.’ Our scout master, whose day job was butler,

gardener and driver to a great lady who was the patron of our scout troop,

used to take this very seriously. He would say, ‘If you are on a bus or on some

other journey, don’t have your head stuck in the Beano or whatever other

rubbish you read. Look out at the scenery, the buildings, the people. Be

attentive to what is going on around you, you never know what you might see

or hear. Perhaps someone may need your help, perhaps you may witness an

accident or a crime. Be prepared! That’s what being a scout is all about.’

In the Gospel reading today, Jesus gives some instructions about the journey in

which we are all involved. He tells us to be prepared for the unexpected. Like

faithful servants we should keep our lamps lit in a state of readiness, not out of

fear but in faith, trust, and hope.

As life goes on, we become aware of how fleeting it is, and how precarious is

the hold we have on it. We are not made of stone; we are not globular beings

made of unbreakable plastic bobbing around on an endless sea of foam rubber,

which, if you think about it we would have to be for there to be no pain or

suffering in life. And the consequence of that, as that great scientist and priest,

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin put it, ‘we should remain all our lives, inert,

stagnant, puerile, ignorant both of ourselves and of God.’ What’s more, we

would be incapable of either giving or receiving love.

No, we are as we are, human, self-aware, which means we are superior to

other life forms on this planet. Being self-aware is an incredible gift. But it

should also inform us that we are fragile, vulnerable, and just how much we

need to take care of ourselves and others with whom we share this fleeting

adventure called life on earth, and of course, that we need to take care of the

earth itself, for it is our essential life support.



The Christian good news is that the Source of our being, the almighty and

eternal God in whose image we are created, could not enable godlike creatures

like us to be anything else than what we find ourselves to be. It is this life, this

nature, that we possess that God loves into being and blesses, and in which

God enables us to grow.

God embraced this human life most fully in the person of Jesus. In the life of

Jesus, we see what God is like, what God means, how God relates to us, and

how we can also be, for we too, imperfect as we are or feel, are beloved

incarnations of our Creator, God made visible in human forms, and we are

capable of growing into ever brighter reflections of the divine presence. Or

sadly not, for being human the choice is always ours. And every day it seems

we are fed news of those who have made particularly bad choices in life, not

least those who have committed acts of unbelievable cruelty.

Jesus was very aware of the uncertainty of life and submitted himself to all that

could go wrong in the experience of being human. He felt it and feared it. His

parable today stresses the reality that an important part of human life is death,

and that it can come at any moment and without warning. Would that we

could choose that moment, but we can’t.

There was once a royal court jester who for many years had helped to amuse

the king and his court. But then he committed some grave indiscretion and

was sentenced to death. Before the sentence was carried out the king

summoned him and said to him, ‘In view of the many happy moments you have

given me over the years, I will allow you to choose the method by which you

are to die.’ The jester thought for a moment and then replied, ‘Your Majesty, if

it is pleasing to you, I choose to die by old age.’ The king was so amused and

impressed by his answer that he set him free to live out his days to their

natural conclusion. Most of us would make the same choice as the jester.

Most of us will probably be given that opportunity. But, of course, human life

being what it is, we can never be certain.

What we do have is a chance to be like the faithful servants in the Gospel

parable. We are called to be faithful and helpful both to God and to our

neighbour. That is being ready, being prepared in the sense that Jesus spoke

about. Then we can go forward in confidence even into the unknown and



uncertain, like Abraham who featured in our first two readings, trusting in

God’s gracious and loving care. ‘Do not be afraid, little flock,’ says Jesus, ‘for it

is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.’ He means here, the

kingdom of God in its eternal fullness.

For the Christian, death is not the end of life. Death, and hell for that matter, is

living here and now without hope, without love, without purpose, and without

God. Life, on the other hand, is a journey of faith, hope and love, a pilgrimage

towards perfection and perfect freedom, a promised land that we cannot yet

picture but that involves full union with God, the source of our very being. In a

life that was so whole, so free, and so self-giving, Jesus shows us how to make

that journey, and calls us to follow him.

Among other things, that means we must enjoy this life as a great gift. We

must treasure each day on this earth and each person in our lives and be

thankful for them, and for everything that supplies our needs. But through

faith we are also called to search for the freedom that does not seek to cling

obsessively to what we know and what we have right now, but to let go and to

grow confidently towards wholeness, towards an ever-deepening knowledge

and experience of our humanity, the discovery of our True Self, the awareness

of our divine identity, who we are in God. This is the journey that will one day

lead us into the fullness of God’s being: an experience, a reality, a life that we

can scarcely imagine, but by living faithfully in Christ we already have a share in

it.


