
One of the highlights of my year so far occurred a few weeks ago when I was lucky enough 

to attend my sister’s wedding in Scotland.  Until a couple of days before the big day we 

weren’t certain it would be going ahead, as there was a risk that tighter coronavirus 

restrictions would make it impossible for it to take place.  My wife and I had therefore come 

up with a number of contingency plans in an effort to be prepared for any eventuality, as a 

750 mile round trip in the car with two toddlers requires some planning at the best of times.  

Fortunately these plans were never put into practice – although we did wish we’d thought 

of a contingency plan for a toddler having a spectacular stomach upset, after we had 

checked out of our hotel into a partially locked down area while still 370 miles from home.  

The wedding itself though was a lovely day – despite being very different from what my 

sister and her husband had originally planned – and most importantly, it achieved the main 

purpose of the event, which was, obviously, for them to get married.  Despite them again 

having the same general purpose, neither the original pre-Covid plans for the wedding or 

the revised plans that actually happened had much in common with the wedding we heard 

about in the reading from Matthew’s gospel.  Indeed, while I have been to quite a lot of 

weddings, I have never knowingly been to a wedding where ten virgins with oil lamps played 

an essential role – and I suspect that will go for most people living in 21st century Britain.  

Despite the differences in detail, though, the central purpose was obviously the same – and 

there is another constant which applies to nearly all weddings, which is the need for those 

involved to be properly prepared.  This need to be prepared is actually the central point of 

the parable, because the wedding is just an illustration Jesus used to demonstrate the point 

he was making.  Jesus was pointing out that as Christians we can’t be sure when God will call 

on us to do something, or will hold us to account for our actions, so we need to always be 

prepared for that eventually.  If we are not, then we may miss the chance to play our part in 

building God’s kingdom, and thus risk being found wanting.  Jesus used the parable to 

demonstrate the contrast between wisdom and folly.  In the parable the wise are prepared, 

while the foolish are not – and the same applies in any context - it’s as simple as that. 

 

But what does being prepared actually mean?  On the face of it it’s quite a simple 

instruction, but there is always the risk with seemingly simple instructions that they may 

turn out to be really rather meaningless and unhelpful – recent requests to ‘stay alert’ come 

to mind.  And so, we need to think about what ‘being prepared’ actually means in practice in 

order for the parable to be of practical use in living our Christian lives.  There are many 

facets of preparedness we could talk about which are relevant to living as a Christian, but as 

this service has been recorded for Remembrance Sunday I want to focus on one particular 

aspect of being prepared, and that is making sure that we learn the lessons of the past. 

 

The 18th century Irish statesman and philosopher Edmund Burke once wrote that “those 

who don’t know history are doomed to repeat it”, and I think there’s quite a lot of truth in 

that.  I work as a university lecturer, and every year I lead a session with our MSc students 

about transport history, when we consider how similar themes and similar problems keep 

occurring again and again in the historical development of transport systems.  We do this to 



emphasise the importance of learning from what others have done to tackle similar 

challenges to the ones we face today, both in terms of what worked and what didn’t.  This is 

linked to a concept called a ‘virtuous cycle’, where you learn the lessons from both what 

went right and what went wrong the last time you tried to solve a transport problem, apply 

them next time you are faced with a similar problem, and thus do more things right and less 

things wrong when you tackle it this time around.  This concept can, in theory, be applied 

more generally to any problems we face in society, and should, again in theory, lead to the 

world becoming progressively a better and better place.  In practice, though, humanity 

frequently seems to fall off this cycle and instead repeat its past mistakes over and over 

again. 

 

On Remembrance Sunday we look back through history to remember and honour those 

whose lives were cut short by war – and it is right and proper that we should do so.  But I 

think we should also take care that when we look back at these lives and the times these 

people lived in, we also consider the actions and the processes which led to them going to 

war in the first place – the things which were the cause of their lives being cut short. In 

order to be prepared for the future, we need to understand the consequences which 

different courses of action have had in similar circumstances in the past – and part of the 

reason for this is that some of these courses of action have led to immense human suffering.  

We can only truly honour those who we remember today if we take heed of the lessons 

which their deaths should teach is – by learning the lessons of the past and doing our 

utmost to stop events playing out in the same way yet again in the future.  Again we see the 

difference between wisdom and folly – wisdom learns the lesson, and keeps watch in case 

the warning signs appear again, while folly superficially acknowledges the past, but does not 

understand the implications for the present.  

 

And when we look back over the 101 years since the first Remembrance Sunday, it’s 

unfortunately clear that many sections of humanity have tended towards the path of folly 

and not the one of wisdom, and I’m afraid that many are still doing so in 2020, because 

many of those warning signs we’ve seen before are flashing up in the world yet again today 

– the warning signs which show that the powers of evil are alive and well.  We see a 

continued resurgence of nationalism, which to me seems one of the most dangerous 

ideologies there is, because by focusing on what makes people different from one another, 

it risks also making people lose sight of their common humanity.  We see a sustained 

division of societies in Britain and elsewhere into those who ‘belong’ and those who don’t, 

with the increased exclusion of those who don’t from the basic rights of society.  We see a 

shift from people basing their actions on facts to people basing their answers on 

propaganda, a shameless lack of basic honesty from those who hold power and influence, 

an increasingly combative political rhetoric within and between states.  These are all things 

which have been seen in the world before – and they have seldom ended well.  The lessons 

are there to be learned – and both as individual Christians and as a church it is crucial that 

we learn them.  I mentioned Edmund Burke earlier – he is also supposed to have said that 



“The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing”.  We know 

that God’s kingdom is the ultimate manifestation of goodness – and God’s kingdom is 

obviously not one where war and violence have any place – but there is therefore a need of 

action from those who know this if we are to have any hope of bringing this kingdom into 

being on earth.  Being prepared is not simply a passive state – it is something which requires 

definite action.   

 

In the midst of a global pandemic we are perhaps more conscious than normal of the 

tragedy of events which cause many people’s lives to end earlier than they should have 

done.  This is a tragedy whether the cause is pandemic, war, human-induced climate change 

– or anything else. 

But it is even more of a tragedy when the lessons of the past are not learned, and the same 

mistakes are made over and over again.  Because there is relatively little that is new under 

the sun – the warnings from history are clear to us to see, if only we make the effort to view 

them.  For here again is the difference between wisdom and folly – wisdom remembers, 

observes, learns, and takes a different path the next time round.  Folly remembers, but does 

not fully observe, fails to learn, and proceeds headlong down the well-trodden path to 

catastrophe. 

 

So what can we do, if we are to be counted with the wise?  Well, remember the past – pay 

heed to those warning signs – and do your utmost to make sure that things take a different 

course this time around.  As a church, we should make sure that those who further the 

cause of evil do not go unchallenged – implicit disapproval is not enough, we need to be a 

strident voice of righteousness.  As individuals, there are a thousand ways we can make a 

difference - it might involve writing a letter to someone in a position of influence, it might 

involve having a conversation with someone you know well, it might involve rethinking your 

political priorities at the ballot box - and it will almost certainly involve living your life with 

love at its centre.  And if we can do this, if as a church we can show people that there is a 

different way, a better way of solving our society’s problems, if as individuals we can remind 

people of their common humanity, then perhaps there will be fewer lives cut short for us to 

remember in the years to come, less waste of potential, less throwing away of God’s 

irreplaceable gift of life.  So keep watch – because you do not know the day or the hour – 

but you do know what God calls you to do to in order to be prepared for his kingdom. 

Amen 

 


