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Every cop movie or TV show that I’ve seen has some version of the stakeout scene. It’s almost                  
always two cops, sitting in their unmarked patrol car, late at night, taking turns with a pair of                  
binoculars looking for the bad guy, shooting the breeze, sustained by a steady diet of coffee and                 
cigarettes, surrounded by fast food wrappers. They’re doing everything they can to stay awake,              
because the moment that they’re trying to capture is definitely the lynchpin in the investigation.               
They can’t miss it. 
 
What would happen if, just before the bad guys walked out with their briefcase full of                
non-sequential hundreds, one of the cops had to step out because he ran out of his supply of                  
caffeine? What’s the other cop to do, wait around until the first guy gets back from his 7/11 run?                   
No! The moment will be gone, so he’s got to act now, got to turn the flashing lights on and make                     
the bust. 
 
And then the guy who went to get his coffee comes back. “Hey, why didn’t you wait for me?”                   
Well, it would have been too late. He missed it, and when the chief makes the big speech at the                    
end of the movie to the rest of the officers at the station, one of the cops gets his praise for                     
breaking the case wide open, and the other doesn’t. 
 
Maybe the Kingdom of God is a little like that. 
 
Well, that’s not exactly what Jesus says, but I don’t think I’m too far off the mark. He actually                   
says that the Kingdom of God is like ten bridesmaids who took their oil lamps to meet the                  
bridegroom. This was a wedding custom back then, for the bridesmaids to meet the groom on his                 
way to the banquet, and the lead him to his bride. Except this groom isn’t exactly punctual, and                  
he makes the bridesmaids wait. Until midnight. And by that time, half of them are out of oil for                   
their lamps. They didn’t plan ahead. They weren’t alert. But the ones that did plan ahead, they                 
get to go into the banquet, while the others are left outside. 
 
Between you and me, I like the cop movie image more than the bridesmaids image. It’s not that                  
Jesus isn’t a good storyteller, it’s just that this particular story has lost of little bit of its urgent                   
meaning after a few thousand years. On the surface, though, the meaning is reasonably plain.               
Jesus, the metaphorical bridegroom, is coming, and we don’t know when, but it’s our job to keep                 
alert and prepared for that moment. So be like the bridesmaids with the extra oil, or the cop who                   
brought enough coffee. Be prepared. 



 
I have a million questions to ask about this passage. How are we supposed to be prepared?                 
Drawing the line between the metaphor of the oil lamp to whatever it is I’m supposed to do isn’t                   
especially clear. And then there’s the why. If Jesus is coming to set all things right, what’s to                  
prepare for? He’ll just get the job done! 
 
Theologians have all sorts of ways to answer this and work it out. There are whole books on this.                   
They use phrases like “realized eschatology” and “prolepsis” to describe this idea that, even              
though all things will be made right in the end upon Christ’s return, the Church’s job is to put                   
those things into practice ahead of the fact, and show people here and now what God’s Kingdom                 
will be like then and there. And so we do that. We study Scripture and we pray. We serve those                    
in need, reaching out to those who are most vulnerable with compassion. We sing and rejoice,                
even in the face of hardship, as a sign of faith in our risen Lord. All this we do against an endless                      
tide of trouble, and in spite of the odds that say our work is in vain, but we do it because we trust                       
in the promise of our coming Lord, who says “behold, I am making all things new.” 
 
I believe that, I really do, and if I didn’t, I’d be polishing my resume. The how and the why are                     
tough questions, but they’re worth answering, and it’s honestly why I get up in the morning, to                 
work with colleagues and church leaders and members to figure out in real life, how are we                 
going to show people what the Kingdom of God looks like? 
 
So instead of those questions, here’s the question that’s really getting me this week, the one                
that’s nagging me, the one that I find really troubling. How long? 
 
How long? 
 
In the cop movies, the bad guys always seem to show up about two and a half seconds after one                    
of the cops says, “well, I guess we’re striking out tonight.” Right in the nick of time. But that’s                   
not real life. In real life, the wait is long, and it’s frustrating, and most of the time it seems                    
meaningless, and I’m not talking about the cop drama. 
 
How long will people suffer illness? How long will war persist? How long will kids get gunned                 
down on the street, or even in a place of sanctuary? How long will we turn on each other? And                    
it’s also personal. How long will my family be estranged? How long before this disease leaves                
me? How long will I be lonely? 
 
How long? It’s the question that drowsy bridesmaids ask while waiting for the bridegroom, it’s               
the question that cops ask at 4 in the morning on a stakeout, and it’s the question that we ask,                    



weary of serving a world that seems like it’s being repaired at the same rate that it’s collapsing,                  
and that’s on a good day. 
 
I’ve noticed a phenomenon with people who serve vulnerable populations regularly, including            
myself. We start out energized and hopeful, but at some point we start to notice the glaringly                 
obvious. It’s the same people who are coming for a meal every week. The kids we tutor aren’t                  
improving by leaps and bounds. It feels like we’re working our hardest, and it’s a drop in the sea                   
at best. 
 
And so we do ask how much longer are we to be on alert, fighting the good fight and announcing                    
the Kingdom of God by our words and actions? 
 
There’s a theologian named Cornel West that I like a lot. He teaches at Union Seminary in NYC,                  
but when I was at Princeton, he taught at the University, and we used to be on the lookout for                    
him at his favorite restaurant - he’s got a gigantic head of hair and a bit of an unkempt mustache,                    
definitely the eccentric professor type. His tradition is the African-American church, and so as              
you might imagine, he knows a thing or two about hopes delayed and dreams deferred. He                
knows from experience the persistent struggle against racism, its hard-won victories, and how             
quickly those victories can be erased. 
 
For him, his faith in Jesus is essential, but not because it soothes his weary soul, or makes him                   
think that success is just around the corner. Instead, this is what he says. “I cannot be an optimist,                   
but I am a prisoner of hope. ” It’s an unusual way of thinking, but I think what he means is that                     1

he can’t be an optimist because optimism is an outlook based on the likelihood of a future                 
outcome, and the evidence is not always in the favor of justice, which at best happens in fits and                   
starts. Instead, he’s a man captive to hope, and hope is different. Hope is not about a calculation                  
based on the evidence. It’s about a promise. He trusts God - he trusts the promise that was given                   
way back to Abraham and confirmed in Jesus that God is setting the world right, and that all will                   
be made well. The evidence doesn’t support it, but it doesn’t matter, because he trusts God. 
 
We cannot be optimists, but we are prisoners of hope. 
 
History is littered with examples, usually from people who have struggled for generation after              
generation, of people who did not give up on hope. Their answer to “how long” isn’t a time                  
frame, but simply, “God promised.” Nelson Mandela on Robben Island for decades. American             
slaves who dreamed of freedom for their great-great-grandchildren. How long? Who knows, but             
God promised. 

1  Gates, Henry Louis: “Interview with Cornel West.” PBS: 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/race/interviews/west.html 



 
I wonder how many of us have a dream, a hope, something that the evidence says we probably                  
won’t have, and yet there’s something persistent about that hope that won’t let go. We hope that                 
our children and their children will inherit a better world. We hope that our lives are being                 
well-spent on things that are meaningful. We hope that friendships and families will be restored.               
We hope not because we’ve done the calculations and think that the odds are in our favor, but                  
because there is something that has grabbed on to us that tells us what should be, and doesn’t let                   
us merely assent to what seems possible. 
 
This is why we keep alert. This is why we stay prepared. Because by faith, we’ve been given a                   
hunch, a suspicion, the faintest glimmer, that against all the odds, God really is setting things                
right in the world. And so we don’t know how to answer “how long.” Too long, certainly, too                  
long have people suffered both at the hands of madmen, and at our own neglect and foolishness.                 
Too long. Yet God has promised. 
 
I saw a coffee mug for sale once that said, “Jesus is coming. Look busy.” To be honest, I think                    
we’ve got that pretty much down. We’re all pretty busy, and I think sometimes that’s just to keep                  
us distracted, because we’re tired, and we’re just trying to keep going. We look out at the world                  
as it is now, with millions of refugees roaming the earth, with storms battering places that can                 
barely support themselves, all the while caring for loved ones who are ailing, and anxious about                
our own futures, and it feels like 4 a.m. It’s dark, we’re trying to drink enough coffee to stay                   
awake and busy, the kid is up and crying, the phone just rang and it’s bad news, and we just can’t                     
sleep. We’re feeling weary, and our eyes can barely stay open. We’re faithful disciples, but               
we’re bleary-eyed disciples, trying to stay awake in the garden with Jesus, or out in the fields                 
under starlight attending to our sheep, just keeping busy while we wait in hope of what’s coming                 
next, in hope of the thing that will set all things right. 
 
So even if you’re not feeling optimistic, be hopeful, and make that your choice. Be hopeful                
because hopeful people are alert, prepared, and they make that hope come alive. They love and                
serve, they have compassion and seek what’s right, they nurture and tend to loved ones and                
strangers alike, and they do it against the odds, because they trust that Jesus is coming, the Lord                  
himself, and he is making all things new. 


