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• I have just finished reading Jefferson Morley’s new biography of Jim 
Angleton.  James Jesus Angleton was the notorious head of CIA Counter-1

Intelligence, from the 1950’s through the early1970’s. Among many 
controversial aspects of Angleton’s career was his secret retention of a 
special file on Lee Harvey Oswald. This was several years before the events 
in Dallas that made Oswald famous. Angleton was also familiar with, and 
perhaps also involved in, CIA operations concerning the assassination of 
foreign leaders, and Israel’s theft of weapon-grade uranium from the U.S. 

•  Angleton was haunted by a career-long fear that a Soviet spy had 
penetrated the CIA. He therefore believed that our government could never 
doze while guarding against mole-like intrusions by ‘sleeper-agents.’ 
Ultimately, Angleton’s fears got the better of him, and did serious damage 
to the Agency. Yet, he never wavered in his belief that, for the sake of the 
nation, the Intelligence community was justified in doing certain things even 
if it meant breaking the law. Ironically, the seriousness and urgency of the 
threat to democratic society might warrant using undemocratic measures to 
block such threats. 

• Angleton’s example provides a useful illustration of how sleep can be a 
metaphor that we apply to a number of contexts. When we talk about going 
to sleep on the job, we usually mean inattention rather than literal snoozing. 
Context is of course important. If someone falls asleep listening to a 
concert, we’re not likely to criticize them unless the tickets were expensive. 
But when a matter is serious and/or urgent, we expect diligent attention. 
Angleton believed that the Soviet threat was both serious and urgent, and 
that it required the concentrated attention of the CIA. 

• Last Sunday I was away, helping to lead another CREDO conference for 
Episcopal Church clergy.  CREDO provides a unique opportunity for clergy 2

to get away, in order to examine significant aspects of their lives and 
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ministry. During the course of the week, while joining together for worship, 
presentations, and small groups meetings, participants are encouraged to 
shape a Rule of Life. In other words, they can fashion a plan for how they will 
use their time, energy and gifts following the conference. It is always 
rewarding to witness how some participants—with real courage—address 
areas of their lives needing attention, and resolve to make changes in how 
they will move forward. 

• A valuable distinction often made at CREDO builds upon a contrast once 
described by President Eisenhower while speaking to the World Council of 
Churches.  It is the distinction between what is urgent and what is important. 3

Eisenhower said, “I have two kinds of problems: the urgent and the 
important. The urgent are not important, and the important are never 
urgent.” Well, the two often do overlap, and we surely have to pay attention 
to matters that are both urgent and important. But when urgent and 
important differ, our prioritizing often moves toward what is urgent, while 
setting aside some things that appear to be important. Being able to 
distinguish between these two kinds of concerns requires reflection and 
discernment, two things that CREDO conferences are good at providing. 
Otherwise, we can fall into the trap of assuming that every urgent thing is 
important and, in consequence, that all non-urgent matters are less 
important. 

• Here is a case in point: last week at CREDO, a senior priest shared with us 
how, over the course of his ministry, he had had many significant 
opportunities to work on reconciliation. However, he admitted that he had 
not seen his own children in over ten years. As a consequence, he had some 
grandchildren he had never met. At CREDO, he committed himself to trying 
to heal these important relationships after getting home. 
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• I wonder if we can see a connection here with our Gospel this morning. For 
we are likely to approach our growth in God’s Kingdom as functionally less 
important than our more urgent, day—to—day, concerns, which thrust 
themselves upon us. Yes, faith, and maturity in Christ, and growth in prayer 
are arguably important things. But they are rarely urgent concerns—
especially when compared to a need to prune some trees overhanging the 
house, patch the driveway, or make sure the mortgage gets paid. 

• Today’s Gospel parable of the Kingdom refers to marriage customs that are 
unfamiliar to us, but not hard to explain. Instead of our usual pattern of 
daytime or early evening weddings, the story portrays a late night tradition. 
In it, the bridegroom makes his way to the home of the bride very late in the 
evening. Upon arrival, the bridegroom is greeted by the bridesmaids, 
carrying torches or lanterns, to begin the celebration. 

• In this story, all the bridesmaids have fallen asleep. But five of them had 
beforehand properly estimated the importance of being ready for the 
bridegroom’s arrival. Whereas the remaining five had neglected what was 
most important in favor of other concerns. Upon the bridegroom’s arrival, 
their lack of lamp oil suddenly became urgent, taking those five 
bridesmaids away to find some. Without getting too literal with the imagery 
in the story, we can recognize this truth ~ when it comes to the really 
important things in life, we can’t depend upon other people’s preparation, 
but only upon our own. 

• Now, some of us here may have been raised with, or influenced by, 
particular ways of reading a parable like this. Some Christians see this 
parable as commending an urgency ~ an urgency about being anxiously 
ready for the second coming of the Bridegroom. And, that we must have 
our lamps full of faith and/or of good works, so we can be received by the 
Bridegroom into the messianic banquet. Yet, I don’t think this Kingdom 
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parable is about urgent anxiousness; rather, it is about serious attentiveness, 
and attentiveness to what is important. Such attentiveness is not the result of 
sudden decisions, but rather of deliberate and intentional openness to what 
is already here, around, between and within us. 

• In other words, if I am not prepared for the Kingdom’s arrival in my life, I am 
likely to miss it by having overlooked its importance. God’s Kingdom 
presence in my life is very important, but rarely urgent. I have seen how 
unexpected crises in people’s lives can make the matter of God’s presence 
suddenly urgent. But when things go well, as they often do for people who 
live with the privileges of American life, God’s place in our lives has a kind of 
set-aside importance. God’s place gets relegated to the future, to after we 
have attended to what seems urgent and more important at this moment. 

• Yet, every Eucharist makes present the wedding supper of the Lamb. The 
bridegroom has already joined himself to his bride, the Church. As John 
writes in Revelation,  

“Let us rejoice and exult, and give [God] the glory, 
for the marriage of the Lamb has come, 
    and his bride has made herself ready; 
to her it has been granted to be clothed with fine linen, bright 
and pure.”  … And the angel said to me, “Blessed are those who 
are invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb.”  4

• As Tom Wright says, “Jesus’s resurrection is the beginning of God’s new 
project not to snatch people away from earth to heaven, but to colonize 
earth with the life of heaven.”  We need imagination to take this idea 5

seriously. And we need courage, to make it an important reference point for 
our lives. It will not strike us as urgent—probably far from it. But it is deeply 
significant for how we live our lives, every day. 
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Matthew 25:1-13 

Jesus said, “Then the kingdom of heaven will be like this. Ten bridesmaids took their lamps 
and went to meet the bridegroom. Five of them were foolish, and five were wise. When the 
foolish took their lamps, they took no oil with them; but the wise took flasks of oil with 
their lamps. As the bridegroom was delayed, all of them became drowsy and slept. But at 
midnight there was a shout, ‘Look! Here is the bridegroom! Come out to meet him.’ Then 
all those bridesmaids got up and trimmed their lamps. The foolish said to the wise, ‘Give us 
some of your oil, for our lamps are going out.’ But the wise replied, ‘No! there will not be 
enough for you and for us; you had better go to the dealers and buy some for yourselves.’ 
And while they went to buy it, the bridegroom came, and those who were ready went with 
him into the wedding banquet; and the door was shut. Later the other bridesmaids came 
also, saying, ‘Lord, lord, open to us.’ But he replied, ‘Truly I tell you, I do not know you.’ 
Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.”  

Notes: 

 Jefferson Morley, The Ghost: The Secret Life of CIA Spymaster James Jesus Angleton (St Martin’s 1

Press, 2017).

 For more information about CREDO, see the website, https://www.cpg.org/active-clergy/learning/2

credo/

 See the article: https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newHTE_91.htm3

 See Revelation 19:6-9.4

 As quoted in James Bryan Smith, The Magnificent Story: Uncovering a Gospel of Beauty, Goodness, 5

and Truth (Apprentice Resources) (p. 126). InterVarsity Press. Kindle Edition.
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