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Based on 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 and Matthew 25:1-13 

 There are lots of things that bind us together as human beings - common 

experiences that we all share.  For example - do you ever listen to a telephone 

conversation that someone else is having, and try to guess what the other person is 

saying, or what the conversation is about?  It's a hobby that I really enjoy - trying to guess 

at the complete conversation when I only get to hear half of it.  Of course when we do 

that, we often get much of the message from body language and tone of voice.  It’s a fun 

hobby!  Perhaps I should mention that I do that at home, not riding the GO trains. 

 Perhaps that's why I like the book 1 Thessalonians so much.  Not only is it very 

likely the first New Testament book to be written down.  But it is one of St Paul's letters, 

which means we are hearing only half the conversation.  St. Paul started a church in 

Thessalonica, and then he moved on to other things.  But the congregation had some 

problems, and have either spoken to Paul or written to him.  But we don’t know what the 

congregation said to Paul.  All that we know is Paul’s response, which is recorded in 1 

Thessalonians.  In this case, however, it's not hard to piece together the other half of the 

conversation - the piece we don't get to hear. 

 The early Christian church honestly believed that Jesus would return, and that he 

would return during the lifetime of the people - the faithful - who were present in that 

congregation.  But as we all know, the early Christian church was looking for Jesus to 

return in a particular way that has not yet happened, even today.  So the church in 

Thessalonica had a real problem when some of its members died, because that wasn't in 

the script that Paul preached.  Paul’s theology had not really allowed for the possibility 

that people might die before Christ returned.  So in the letter, Paul assures the people that 

if any of them die, they will be still be part of the faithful in the Jesus club.  Better than 

that, the dead will be raised first.  When Christ returns, the dead will be the lucky ones!  

The point Paul is making is not really whether or not Christ’s return will be preceded by 
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God’s trumpet as opposed to God’s harmonica.  Paul’s point is that the faithful - even if 

they have died - will participate in the coming of Christ. 

 That second coming of Christ describes an event where believers would be sucked 

up into heaven.  It's also called the “parousia", which my Emmanuel college New 

Testament professor translated as - a slurping sound - to describe the sound of faithful 

souls being taken up into the clouds.  In biblical terms, there are at least predictions of 

Christ’s return.  We just read the first one.  Another one, taken from the book of 

revelation, describes Christ returning in power and destroying all evil in a single 

apocalyptic event, sometimes simply called “the apocalypse”. 

 Both images of the return of Christ involve the faithful escaping from a world 

which is characterized by injustice and hatred.  The apocalypse in particular is described 

as a violent confrontation with evil, where - of course - in the end, God wins.  In reality, 

it’s yet another vision of a final war, which is the war to end all wars.  And so it’s an 

appropriate reading for Remembrance Sunday.  A reminder that the dream of a final war 

to end all wars is indeed a very old dream.  Just as for the congregation in Thessalonica, it 

is a dream that we may long for, but which may not be achieved in our own lifetimes. 

 Our story from Matthew also describes the parousia, and makes it clear that some 

people will be chosen, and others will not.  There is little doubt that the author of 

Matthew intended the passage to be heard in that way.  But I want to take a different 

reading of Matthew right now, by reading it as an analog to life perhaps even as an analog 

to war and peace.  In the story, 10 women prepare lamps for a celebration.  But while 

they were waiting, 5 of the women run out of oil.  When we tell this story, we usually just 

declare that 5 of the women didn’t bring enough oil.  But there is another way to look at 

it.  Perhaps we should consider that the women just lit their lamps too early.  They ran out 

of oil not because they didn't have enough oil, but rather, they ran out of oil because they 

burned there oil at the wrong time.  They burned their oil during a time that wasn't really 

important, and then, when the important time arrived, they had no oil left. 

 And how often do we do that ourselves?  We all have 24 hours in a day.  How 

often do we spend our time and energy on things that - in the big picture - don't really 
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matter, and then we have nothing else to give when real needs arrive.  In the words of 

Melissa Bane Sevier, “I hate it when Jesus is so right.  About me. … How often do I 

make one more phone call for work, when I could be calling to hear voices from my own 

family?  How many evenings do I spend at my desk … when I would rather be renewed 

catching up with my spouse while we cook together?  How much have I missed because I 

was doing something else that seemed important at the time?” 

 If we are like the women, then presumably, we all have enough oil too.  So 

perhaps the real question is; what should we burn our oil for?  When should we burn our 

oil?  When will burning our own oil make the most positive difference?  

[discussion - can you relate to burning your oil at the wrong time?] 

 To quote Melissa Bane Sevier again, “Be ready and watchful, says, Jesus.  You'll 

want to be paying attention when the moment presents itself, when a friend needs an ear, 

when a family member needs your time, when God needs your heart, when the important 

- not the urgent - is waiting.  Don't be left outside because you were too preoccupied.  

Life is happening on the other side of the door.” 

 Or to be more pointed - since today is Remembrance Sunday - where should we 

be burning our oil that will promote peace and justice instead of war and hate?  Where do 

we look?  Where do we even start?  Perhaps we can start right outside our own door.  

Listen to your own neighbour.  Engage with a person you normally don’t talk to.  Open 

up to a person that you don’t like.  Walk down a street you’ve never been down before 

with open eyes.  And look for signs of peace - and burn your oil there.  Life is happening 

on the other side of the door, so open that door.  

 Of course, Remembrance day isn’t just about philosophies and ideologies.  

Remembrance day is about remembering people - actual individuals that we know who - 

for many different reasons - decided to enlist and engage in the activity of war.  Today, 

we think primarily of those who volunteered to join the military during World War One 
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and World War Two, although you might think people who fought in other wars too. 

 I imagine that most of us here today know individuals who fought in one war or 

another.  People we cared about.  Perhaps friends.   Perhaps family.  Perhaps our own 

spouses, or our own parents, or our own children.  And as we now are being asked to 

remember them - how will we remember them this year?  Will we decide that a few 

prayers and a few minutes of silence is enough?  Will it be enough to go home and look 

through a photo album.  Will it be enough to spend time alone with our memories and 

perhaps with a tear or two? 

 Or will we decide to honour the memories of our loved one who served - and who 

died - by remembering not only wars, but lessons that we have learned from wars.  Do we 

hope, dream, live, and breath into a future where peace is achieved through violence and 

war, or do we hope, dream, live, and breath into a future where peace is achieved through 

justice for all.  Will we burn our oil to create new opportunities for peace, or will we burn 

our oil in ways that - in the end - don’t make much difference. 

 We have the right to decide for ourselves.  We have the right to dream of a new 

world.  We have the right to imagine and live into the kingdom of God right here.  We 

have the right to remember. 

 We will remember them. 

Amen.
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