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The Four Last Things
Sermon for Advent IV (December 23, 2007)
Some of your may remember a very popular self-help book that came out a couple of years ago called The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People.  One of the seven habits that Stephen Covey, the author of the book, lists is Begin with the end in mind.  And the way that he advocates trying to understand this principle is to imagine your own funeral.  At the funeral there will be four speakers.  One is from your immediate and extended family—children, brothers, sisters, nephews, nieces, aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents.  The second speaker is one of your friends.  The third speaker is from your work or profession.  And the fourth speaker is from your church.
What would you like each of these speakers to say about you and your life?  What kind of husband, wife, father, or mother were you?  What kind of son or daughter or cousin?  What kind of friend?  What kind of co-worker?
For centuries the Church has also advocated a similar personal strategy called remembering the Four Last Things.  The Four Last Things are death, judgment, heaven, and hell.  They are called the Four Last Things because they are the four “final,” or “last,” things that each of us will have to face in the life of eternity.  All of us will one day die (unless the Lord returns first), be judged by God, and eventually go to live forever in either a state of union with God (heaven) or a state of absence from God (hell).
It is common to hear about the Four Last Things during Advent.  That’s because Advent is the Church season when we think about the coming of Jesus Christ, the Incarnate Word, to us.  He came the first time as a newborn babe born to the Virgin Mary and to St. Joseph of Nazareth in the city of Bethlehem.  He will come the second time as the judge of all mankind, both living and dead.
The whole purpose of St. John the Baptist, whom we heard about in our Gospel reading today, was to get the people ready for the first coming of Christ.  He did so by preaching a message of repentance and baptizing those who came to him for the forgiveness of their sins.  He was “the voice of one crying in the wilderness, make straight the way of the Lord,” which had been foretold by the prophet Isaiah way back in the 8th century B.C.
The Jews during New Testament times believed that Elijah, the greatest of the OT prophets, would reappear just before the Messiah came.  And that’s why the priests and Levites who came from Jerusalem asked John if he were Elijah or the Prophet when he told them he was not the Christ, the Messiah, the anointed one of God.

John the Baptist helped prepare the people for the first coming of the Messiah by reminding them of the terrible day of judgment that was coming.  To those who came to him, particularly the religious leaders (the Pharisees and the Sadducees), he said, “O generation of vipers, who hath warned you to flee from the wrath to come?  Bring forth therefore fruits worthy of repentance, and think not to say within yourselves, We have Abraham to our father: for I say unto you, That God is able of these stones to raise up children unto Abraham” (Mt 3:7-9).
Jesus himself during his earthly ministry taught that he would one day return, at the end of the age, to usher in the completion and consummation of the kingdom of God.  He said that no one except the Father—not even he himself—knew when that day would come, and that therefore Christians need to be always ready.  “Watch ye, for ye know not when the master of the house cometh, at even, or at midnight, or at the cock-crowing, or in the morning: lest coming suddenly he find you sleeping” (Mk 13:35-36).
Jesus told several parables about this time of his return, but the one that seems most relevant to me for today is the parable of the ten virgins.  This comes at the beginning of the 25th chapter of St. Matthew.  Jesus said:
1"Then the kingdom of heaven will be like ten virgins who took their lamps and went to meet the bridegroom. 2Five of them were foolish, and five were wise. 3For when the foolish took their lamps, they took no oil with them, 4but the wise took flasks of oil with their lamps. 5As the bridegroom was delayed, they all became drowsy and slept. 6But at midnight there was a cry, 'Here is the bridegroom! Come out to meet him.' 7Then all those virgins rose and trimmed their lamps. 8And the foolish said to the wise, 'Give us some of your oil, for our lamps are going out.' 9But the wise answered, saying, 'Since there will not be enough for us and for you, go rather to the dealers and buy for yourselves.' 10And while they were going to buy, the bridegroom came, and those who were ready went in with him to the marriage feast, and the door was shut. 11Afterward the other virgins came also, saying, 'Lord, lord, open to us.' 12 But he answered, 'Truly, I say to you, I do not know you.' 13 Watch therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.
One of the best ways to keep ourselves in this state of watchfulness recommended by our Lord and Master is to remember the Four Last Things.  Remember that you will one day die and go before the judgment seat of Christ.  And Jesus will judge you (and me).
Will you be ready for that awesome event?  

Will you be prepared, like the wise virgins who took flasks of oil for their lamps?  Or, God forbid, will you be unprepared, like the foolish virgins who took no oil with them?
Once the day of judgment arrives, it will be too late to try and plead for more time to repent or make up for your sins.  Once you die, your eternal fate is forever fixed.  Even if there is a purgatory, an intermediate state of purgation in which we await the resurrection of the body and are purified from all stain of sin, it is only for those whose ultimate destiny is heaven.  Both the Bible and the Holy Tradition of the Church are clear that death marks the end of any second chances.
On this fourth and final Sunday of Advent, in the year of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ 2007, let us awake from the lethargy and drowsiness of sin and live as people who are ready to meet the Lord with joy and rejoicing.
