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Your Loins Girded, Your Lights Burning 

9th Sunday after Pentecost C, 8/7/22 

Why is that? I mean, why is the Son of Man always coming at an unexpected hour? 

What for? Maybe it’s just me, but I find it bizarre to hear someone tell people he is 

already standing among that he will come among them like a thief in the night, 

unawares, and that they should be ready, at any hour, expecting the unexpected like 

our paranoia and anxieties keep neurotically telling us we should be. But Jesus, you 

want to hear them say, You’re right here. What do you mean that you’ll be getting 

here later when no-one’s looking for you?  

New Testament scholars might woodenly explain to us that the text here is a 

reflection if the disappointed expectation among early Christians that Jesus, whom 

they saw ascend into heaven, would return to them roughly a week from next 

Thursday, or the one after that, much in the manner that he left. When he didn’t, 

they began to tell themselves they remember him saying that it wouldn’t be like that, 

that it would be far quieter and much less well-lit, and after all did he not appear to 

us at first after the resurrection unexpectedly, in his own graveyard, I mean, Mary 

didn’t even recognize him at first, you know? Maybe he’s not coming back in time 

for dinner looking like the Sheriff of Deadwood, hat pulled low over his brow, eyes 

narrowed, jaw set, and pistols loaded, ready the kick the monkeyshine out of all the 

bad people we keep telling ourselves he beat by dying on the cross and staying dead 

at least long enough to harrow hell for the better part of the weekend. They were 

still there, the early Christians knew then as we later Christians know now, their 

ranks and rankness renewed in every generation, never wholly triumphant yet never 

wholly defeated. When’s he coming back? It don’t look like soon, which must be 

why the wise seek him still lying in swaddling clothes in someone else’s feed trough, 

there being still no room for them at the inn. He was quiet then, and he’ll be quiet 
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now – as still as a thief in the night, so be prepared even though you won’t be, which 

doesn’t make as much sense as he thinks it does, but there it is. 

Why does he liken his coming to that of a thief in the night, while elsewhere in the 

gospels he’s the very shepherd whose sheep know his voice, and who protects them 

from such ill-timed and -tempered evils as rustlers, wolves, and night raids? It makes 

you wonder. Yet Jesus does go on like this, or at least this is how those who wrote 

it down heard others tell them yet others had told them, making frequent use of the 

image of the bridegroom coming late to the wedding feast (“Ding, dong, the bells 

are gonna chime!”), or the master of the house returning unexpected and early to 

check on things and that they are still going in his own best interest (“Ready with a 

handshake and an open palm.”). Each seems to do so on a timeline of their own 

devising, or set on purpose to catch guests, slaves, or servants out as they shirk their 

responsibilities, maybe find a way to dock their wages or charge ‘em an extra 

miserable sou or two. Is that really the image Jesus wants people to have of the Son 

of Man, which the poet and Willis Barnstone gives as the Son of the Earth, as they 

await his return?1 

Apparently it is, so gird your loins and keep your lights burning, as the Authorized 

Version of the Bible inimitably has it, ready for flight or battle, as the case may be. 

Were not the Hebrew slaves in Egypt told to be set thus, to be ready, when the Lord 

in his good pleasure would let it be Pharaoh’s good pleasure to ‘let my people go’? 

They knew not the day nor the hour of their deliverance, and you can forgive them 

for wondering, after the first two or three plagues, say, whether it would ever happen 

at all. 

The only thing I can think of that comes this unreliably, if surely, is death itself. As 

the Good Book elsewhere says, we know not the day nor the hour – who would 

 
1 Cf. Willis Barnstone, The Restored New Testament (Norton, 2009 [2002]). 
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want to? Certainly not I – yet we know that hour and its day will come, whether by 

war, disease, or the slow decay of time, and we must be ready. “Live like you were 

dying,” goes one country song on this theme – and another adds the corollary live 

so that at your funeral, “the preacher won’t have to lie,” not that you would know 

if they did.2 I would add my own, in a gentler key: make sure that when your day 

and hour come, you don’t die before you had the chance to really live.  

Easy for you to say, you might say to me, and you’d be right – but, I’ll add, also 

important to say. Though we know death is coming, it tends to surprise us when it 

does, or anything that lives. That is as it should be. I love those images I find from 

time to time of a salmon or bass borne aloft in the teeth of a heron or the talons of 

an eagle, mouth open as it gasps for water and also as though to say, Srsly? This is 

how it ends? In the clutches and gullet and living dark guts of a bird? Life’s a lark and 

death’s a joke, it’s true – but always look on the bright side, as the death-song of the 

cross-girdled Brians sings it, and to make sure we see that side of things is I guess 

what all those lights are kept burning for.3 

Which brings us to another question: what exactly are treasures in heaven, which 

rust doth not rust, nor moths consume? Nothing material, nor cloth nor gold, though 

technically gold does not rust and moths do not consume it. However, gold, even 

much fine gold, can be like any other element broken down in a similar supernova 

as that in which it was made, returning to its subatomic components, and they to 

theirs, until they fully realize and release the energy stored in them and as them, and 

thereby something else is made. Things that become treasures in heaven do not exist 

like that – in space and in time, which I’m told are expressions of one another if not 

 
2 Sources: Craig Michael Wiseman / James Timothy Nichols / Tim Nichols, Live Like You Were Dying lyrics 

© BMG Rights Management, Warner Chappell Music, Inc.; Dean / Montana 

The Preacher Won't Have to Lie lyrics © Mike Curb Music, Sony/ATV Music Publishing LLC, Warner 

Chappell Music, Inc. The songs are most famously sung by Tim McGraw and Lee Ann Womack, respectively. 
3 Reference: Eric Idle, Always Look on the Bright Side of Life lyrics © BMG Rights Management, Universal 

Music Publishing Group. Most famously shown at the end of Monty Python (Comedy troupe). Monty Python's 

The Life of Brian (of Nazareth). London :Eyre Methuen, 1979. 
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actually the same thing, subject to its laws and limits and possibilities. Treasures in 

heaven exist in eternity, the way numbers do, ratios, axioms, and any truths that 

cannot diminish or decay, but remain what they always were. Some say the Torah is 

like that, or the Qu’ran, the Bible, or the Word that was with God and the Word 

that was God. Like the rest of the one true God, three-in-one and one-in-three 

eternally and indwellingly, somehow. Some say that experiences are like that, turning 

things that happen in and through time and space into memories they make, fixing 

as in a photograph the states of spirit on which they build. As such, they abide and 

dwell in things that are matter but are somehow more than that and other than that. 

They abide, dwell, and inform as do faith, hope, and love – abstractions realized in 

the concrete and daily realities of flesh and bone but no more limited to them than 

light is, or longing, what it feels like to be in chains, and what it means to be free. 

Abram, believing God, learned that as he put his hope in what he longed for but 

could not imagine: that he would not be the last of his house, and a servant become 

his heir. As the stars are in heaven, said the Lord to him, so shall your descendants 

be. The mythology of Genesis tells the story, but it is the Epistle to the Hebrews that 

gives its meaning: that Abram, later Abraham, had faith. He was assured in the thing 

he hoped for, and was convinced by what he had seen and heard to believe what he 

had not. This assurance and this conviction – this faith, in its guise of hope – came 

from somewhere, and that somewhere was not in time, nor of it. It was in eternity – 

that is, it was eternal, a treasure in heaven.  

What did Abram have faith in? The promises of God. What were they? That his 

descendants would be as numerous as the stars, and have a home from God that they 

could not lose. This was, or so he thought, to be the land of Canaan, and for a time, 

two times, and half a time it was, though not forever, and never securely. Canaan 

was not, as Hebrews makes clear, the City of God, or forever Beulah Land, or Gilead, 

or any of the other Shangri-Las of the imagination. Nor was Jerusalem, Bethel, 
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Rome, or any other capital of empire that someone thinks or hopes or even has faith 

will last. They last for a while, but then they don’t, just as our American one will last 

for its while, until it doesn’t. Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, said 

Jesus, even bright, shiny, republican-democratic ones, but in heaven.  

Yet he also said, as we heard a week or so ago, seek that God’s will be done on earth, 

as it is in that heaven. For this reason, and because our world and its peace will not 

last forever or remain as they are without effort, we do what we can to do God’s will 

here, now, while we can, and as we’re able. We strive to make this republic free and 

just, merciful and worthy of those who serve and often die in its name not because 

it will last forever, but because if it lasts as a free and just country, those who live in 

it will live better than they otherwise would have. Is this not why the people of 

Kansas this week came out in droves to vote to protect by a margin deep and wide 

the freedom that is at the core of what it means to be a person: the right to maintain 

autonomy of body and mind and to decide unhindered and unconstrained whether 

or not to bring another person into being? Of course it is, and such acts of democracy 

become acts of faith when we trust, hope, believe, and long that even the effort to 

make them will make a positive difference. We make them in the hopes that others 

will join us as we do, seeing as we do that living as God wills, intends, and enables 

makes our lives and others’ lives better, while they are ours to live. Abram and Sarai 

did this in their day, and it was credited to them as righteousness as well. They let 

inspire them the faith that can move mountains, awe us with their beauty, and 

empower them with us energy and promise, even as they remind us that they were 

here before we were and will be here when we’re gone. Countless ages before us 

even they were not, and in countless ages to come they will not be. But their beauty 

that is still will have been, the joys they enabled will still have been, and the faith that 

led us to make the world as God would have it be – good – will still have been. It 

will still be in the mind and eye of God, which never ceases, dries out, or closes, 
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since it is as eternal as goodness and number, and all else that rusteth not, nor hath 

moth to consume it. It will be as it will be – but we have to be ready for it when it 

comes upon us in all its power and glory, lest we miss it, misunderstand it, or find 

ourselves simply overwhelmed. 

1st Peter, in the Geneva translation of 1602, puts it well: “girde up the loynes of your 

minde: be sober, and trust perfectly on that grace that is brought unto you, in the 

revelation of Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 1:13). Do so without ignorance or illusion, 

sustained by a hope that does not wither and in a holiness that does not die. Don’t 

wait too long, though, for, as a gloss on the text puts it, “God doeth not wait till we 

seeke him, but causeth so great a benefite to be brought even unto us.” Irresistible 

grace, the power of eternal love, the permanent immediacy of number, God, and 

form – call it what we will, we had best be ready for it, have our reserves of hope 

and faith stored up and to hand. We never know when we’ll be called-upon to bear 

witness to it, whether with our lips or with our lives. We never know when we may 

need to be the light that shines in a darkness in which all other lights have gone out. 

If we’re prepared, we won’t have to know – we’ll simply be ready to do what God 

wills when and as God wants us to, in time yet for eternity. Amen. 

 


