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Modern secular arrogance discounts the instruction Our Lord Jesus gives using 

archaic language. “Gird up your loins and keep your lamps burning” sounds quaint 

rather than compelling. A free rendering might be “roll up your sleeves.” But what 

do you do with “keep your lamps burning?” “Always keep extra light bulbs on 

hand” somehow lacks the force of what Jesus said! 

So what is Our Lord telling us? It is that His followers in every age are to live in 

expectation and readiness for His coming again. We are to look forward to that 

coming, eagerly await it, prepare for it, and, if possible, hasten it. If we follow the 

Lord’s instructions (and those of His great saints) we will live as though each 

moment were the last before judgment day.  The Gospel good news is quite clear: 

judgment will come. So a profitable question is: “what are you doing right now, 

and how would it be different if you knew it was to be the very last act of your 

life?” Assisting at Mass would not be so different, of course. But what about your 

actions an hour from now, or an hour ago? 

Loins girded and lamps burning means Jesus is our Master and we are His 

servants. Working servants, not idle ones. Having our garments tucked up means 

nothing to hinder activity on His behalf. Having our lamps burning means to be 

filled with the light of the Holy Ghost, burning with the love of God and man, and 

with zeal for the work of Christ’s Kingdom. There is no one way to do this, of 

course. There is no one right way, although there certainly are many wrong ways! 

Your opportunities may differ from mine, and from one another’s, even as we have 

many that are the same. But in every case, Christians have a common identifying 

characteristic. They are working servants, and they are waiting servants. They are 

working in the Master’s house, and doing Him the honor of waiting upon Him. 

Our working and waiting for Jesus is so important that we must, if necessary to 

that end, sell everything we have. Give up the things you are attached to in life. 

This isn’t a moral teaching. If it were, all the followers of Christ in every age 

would have to live in extreme poverty! But we know many disciples from the very 

beginning had great possessions. Rather, what Jesus says is a practical spiritual 

teaching. Even if you own a four-slice toaster, and an espresso-making machine, 

you can still inherit the kingdom of heaven! Provided you abandon any and every 
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thing that prevents you from working and waiting for Christ. As you know, it is not 

money, but the love of money, that is the root of all evil. 

Dorothy L. Sayers famously remarked that “Christians live with their bags 

packed.” I remember reading about the World War II German general Edwin 

Rommel, called “The Desert Fox.” Except for a framed photo of his wife, there 

was never anything in his army kit that distinguished him from any other soldier. 

He could vanish in seconds without a trace. You and I are not expected to live a 

Spartan life, (although military language does prop up in many religious vows and 

rules.) But we are to live simply in the midst of complexity. 

I recently gave that advice to a young writer named Stephanie. She and her painter 

companion were spending a week in one of those Provincetown dune shacks made 

famous by the artists and writers who began spending summers on Cape Cod in the 

1930s. We visited this couple in their dune shack last Wednesday. They had won a 

lottery allowing them to spend a week getting away from it all. Spartan was the 

word for it! He brought his paints and she brought her writer’s pad and some 

books, (and also found some inspiration in the dune shack’s eclectic library.) By 

Wednesday Stephanie was feeling liberated from the necessities and pressures of 

life in Brooklyn and what awaited her return to big-city life. I told her all the traps 

to lure and distract her away from the important things would still be there, but that 

her experience in the dunes could help her form a new outlook and response.  

Live simply in the midst of complexity. The complexity does not go away! But how 

we deal with it can change. So call it “having your loins girt and your lamps 

burning.” Jesus did. The Christian believer turns expectation into vocation. 

Expectation occurs when in all the decisions of life we come after Jesus. We do 

that by not shrinking to follow Him through a thousand self-denials. For the 

Christian there is the urgency of meeting Christ in every moment of life. This is 

not as a threat or warning, but in the promise of the One Who said He came that we 

might have life, and have it more abundantly. (John 10:10) 


