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Luke 12:32-40

“Be prepared to be surprised”

Today is one of those Sundays where I take issue with the folks who put together the lectionary.  Our gospel lesson begins with a continuance of last week’s lesson on the issues of possessions and providence and generosity, and then switches tone to an apocalyptic lesson on being ready for the return of the master.  Last week we heard the parable of the rich fool, that rich farmer who fell victim to greed.  The lectionary then skips over a large section where Jesus tells his disciples “Don’t worry.  Don’t worry about your life, your food, your clothing.  God provides for the birds and the lilies and God will provide for you.”  From here Jesus goes on to say, “Don’t worry.  Sell your stuff, give alms; for where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”   
From here Jesus switches to a teaching well suited for Advent; “Slaves, be dressed, have your lamps lit, be ready to greet the master after the wedding banquet.  Be ready at any hour, for you do not know when the Son of Man is coming.”  What a bizarre pair of teachings to put together!  Or, maybe it’s not so bizarre.
Today’s lesson refers to the master coming from a wedding banquet.  The scriptures go into so little detail about wedding feasts.  The original writers assume that the original audiences would know what they were referring to.  Wedding banquets were not the surf and turf, rubbery chicken, and cash bars in a hotel ballroom we have all experienced far too many times.  The first century Jewish wedding was steeped in feasting.  Food played important roles before the wedding, during the wedding, and in celebration after the wedding.  Wine flowed extravagantly, so much so that at a wedding in Cana the wine almost ran out.  The wedding banquet was a sign of abundance, like a harvest too big for barns.  The wedding banquet was a sign of the Kingdom of God.

Integral to such celebrations were slaves, servants.  Servants were needed to serve such an abundance of food, such an abundance of wine.  Servants were to be ready for when the master arrives.  They were to be dressed, loins girded like the ancient Israelites preparing for the exodus out of Egypt.  Blessed were the servants who were ready, dressed with lamps lit, for the master who could arrive at any moment.
This theme of being ready reminds me of my days in the Boy Scouts.  The scout motto is, “Be prepared.”  It’s a very simple motto and one of the first things one learns when joining Scouting.  I can remember that the last requirement for any rank advancement was the board of review.  The board of review was a panel of adults, usually parents from the troop, who would question me about what I had learned and to see if I was ready for the next rank.  Almost every board of review contained the question, “How do you live out the Scout motto?  What do you think it means?  What are you prepared for?”  “Anything,” I’d say.  In some measure that was true.  As a scout grew older and more experienced, we were expected to be prepared for anything.  It meant having the proper equipment for an outing, having plan Bs ready if something goes wrong, expecting the unexpected.  And when we fell short, we would be asked by our leaders, “Were you prepared?”
This practice of being prepared is something like Christian ascesis, those spiritual practices that when exercised over time train the body and soul for transformation, practices that habituate virtue.  In Scouting, being prepared was training for developing character, leadership, virtue for dealing with life situations.  Here Jesus says, “Be dressed for action, be alert,” be prepared.  Over time it develops a virtue within us to be ready for when the master returns.
Perhaps there is logic in keeping these two sections together in today’s lesson.  Before Jesus tells of the slaves being ready for the master’s return, he says, “be generous and do not be afraid.”  Selling our possessions, being generous in almsgiving, not hording our harvests in barns, fearing not and trusting in God’s providence; all of these help us to keep our lamps lit, to have our loins girded.  All of these help us to be ready for the master’s return.

When we often think of the master’s return, the return of the Son of Man, Jesus coming again, we often think of it as a day of judgment.  And indeed it is.  
We sometimes deal with this subject in stark either/or contrasts.  We take this teaching about the return of the master, the return of the Son of Man as a call to be on “high alert,” as if the only other option is “to be asleep at the wheel.”  But being prepared develops something more complex.  It develops our peripheral vision.  Being prepared helps us develop an eye for an awareness of seeing God at work.  
So as we work to be prepared for the master, in Christ’s return we need not fear, for in addition to being a day of judgment, it is also a day of grace.  Think about it.  By being alert, having developed our peripheral vision to seeing God at work, we begin to see a simple act of almsgiving as freeing for one to peek through the door of heaven.  Remember, where our treasure is, there our hearts will be also.  By being prepared in generosity we see a knock at the door of our hearts not as a moment to fear, but as a moment that bears God’s good pleasure.  After all, what could be more blessed than being in the master’s presence?
So be prepared.  Be prepared be giving up greed.  Be prepared by being generous.  Be prepared to meet the master at the door.  But most of all, be prepared to be surprised.  Notice that if we focus on not knowing the hour when the master returns, our focus turns to our anxiety.  We can easily miss what happens when the master returns.  Notice that when the master returns; it is the master who girds up his loins.  It is the master who puts on the apron, has the servants sit at the table, and it is the master who serves them.  The servants are served by the master.  How crazy is that?  How unexpected!  He serves them with the abundance of a wedding feast.  He serves them with a healthy helping of the Kingdom of God.
What would it be like to experience God donning an apron and serving those who wait for the things of God?  What if we prepared our hearts and our lives by being ready, lamps lit with generosity?  What would happen if we encountered God serving at tables: in the break room at work, or the school cafeteria, or the nursing home dining room, or in the kitchen at home, or at this table?

The consistent message in these passages today is not, “Be ready so that you avoid punishment,” but rather, “be ready so that you will receive blessing.”  
So be prepared.  Be prepared to be surprised.  Be prepared to be blessed.  

