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Introduction to the Scripture

     As we prepare to hear this text, let me say a few things about the culture in which this parable was first heard.  Weddings in first century Palestine involved the making of a covenant between the bridegroom and the bride’s family.  The wedding began with the writing of a marriage contract. The signing of the contract was followed by a procession from the bride’s home to the home of the bridegroom.  Sometimes this procession was delayed, depending upon the negotiations of the marriage contract.  The path of the wedding procession was lighted by oil lamps, (light the oil lamp…) held aloft by the bridesmaids.  When the wedding procession had arrived at the bridegroom’s home, the door was shut, to keep out intruders and evil spirits.  (Walter Wink, Transformation of Bible Study)  
Let us hear the Word of God.  Matthew 25: 1-13   Pray.

Let’s admit it:  this parable raises some prickly questions.
Why is the bridegroom’s response so harsh?

Why does he shut the door on the bridesmaids, saying “I do not know you?”

Why do the five bridesmaids with oil not share some with the ones without?

Listening to the bridegroom, there is no doubt that he is disappointed, even angry.

And really, can we blame him?  These bridesmaids have been selected to participate in the wedding, and to be part of the feasting and celebration.  These women have been entrusted with an honored and essential role.  The light of the lamps was the only light available, and without enough light, the way of the procession was dark and potentially treacherous.
And how have half of these women responded?  They have been flippant and frivolous. They have failed in their role, and put the bride and groom in danger.    They have embarrassed their master in front of his bride and guests, and shown great disrespect.  And their failure to be who they are chosen to be will affect the procession, the wedding ceremony and the feast.  Naturally the bridegroom is angry.
I am reminded of another wedding, more recent, in which the best man did not take his role seriously.  His main responsibility was to present the bride and groom with their wedding rings.  But the groom, having been flippant and frivolous in his role, had partied too heartily before the ceremony, and at just the time in the service when he was to present the rings, the best man had to leave the sanctuary before he got sick.  Was the groom angry?  Absolutely.  His friend had embarrassed and disappointed him, and made a mockery of a holy event.
The point is:  these 5 bridesmaids do not live up to who they are chosen to be.  And it affects a lot of people.

Over the generations, the Church has interpreted this parable as an allegory.  That is, each thing in the parable is understood to represent something else.  The bridesmaids represent disciples, Christians, people invited into Jesus’ company and entrusted with honored privileges and serious responsibilities.  “Midnight” represents the end of the day, and darkest night.  The wedding feast is an image often used to speak of life in God’s realm, for wedding feasts were joyous, exuberant affairs which went on for days and days.  The lamps represent the light of the gospel, desperately needed in the darkest hours. And the oil – what is the oil?  
The oil is that which fuels the light, empowers radiance in the night.  The oil is faith, and works of faith, life in the Spirit.  
As such, the oil cannot be borrowed or shared.  That answers the other prickly question:  why don’t the wise maidens share their oil?  They are not being selfish or hoarding.  But a spiritual life is not something you can loan to someone.  A son or daughter cannot draw on their mother’s or grandmother’s faith, a husband cannot depend upon his wife’s good works.  Each person must have his, her own life of the spirit.  

Originally, the parable spoke to Christians in the first century whose faith, in the delay of Christ’s return, was going dry. Matthew says in the chapter before this one – “because of the increase of lawlessness, their love is growing cold,” their faith was not ‘enduring to the end.”  The parable spoke to disciples who had become casual or empty and so were not able to do what they were chosen to do:  shine their light for all to see.
2000 years later, the parable still speaks to Christians whose love and faithfulness are running dry, who are not prepared to endure until the end, who find their spirits empty, and so are not able to do what they have been chosen to do, shine a light for all to see, radiate the gospel in in dark times.

I wonder if you know what it’s like to be running low on oil.  To be running dry.  

I wonder if you know what it is like to be depleted, even empty of spiritual vitality, drained by the daily rigors of getting the kids or yourself dressed and out the door saddled with the equipment for the day, 


of getting to the bus or the train or through the traffic to arrive on time like the model employee you need to be in tenuous times…
I wonder if you know what it is like to be depleted, even empty of spiritual resources, resources like patience, as you push your way through the grocery store calculating costs or badgered by the persistent questions of the little companion in the cart…


depleted of resources like compassion, as you walk towards the jingling bell of the Salvation Army pot or hear of yet another tragedy on the news – it takes a lot of energy to keep on caring…
I wonder if you know what it is like to be running short of peace as you watch your finances run dry…

running out of hope for the world’s future, as lawlessness seems to increase, and love seems to run cold.

If you are running dry in spirit, then perhaps the door to the joyful feast is shut to you.

How have you run low on oil?
The text says these bridesmaids have run out of oil because they are fools.
Perhaps they are silly creatures who live superficial lives.
But I find I have more sympathy than that for these bridesmaids.

They are probably good folks – the bridegroom had chosen them after all. But perhaps they have made foolish choices about what to do with the time they are given.  They have had enough time, more than enough, really – to do what is necessary to fulfill their role.  But they have not used the time well.  Maybe they have done other things – good things, even – maybe they helped the cook prepare the wedding feast, helped other servants decorate the hall, wrap the presents…

 but they haven’t done what is needed from them, what bridesmaids must do:  fill their lamps with oil.  For all their activity in the waiting time, they have gotten distracted and caught up with lesser things, and so they are harried and scattered, not prepared when the bridegroom comes.

I know what this is like.

I know what it is like to be distracted and consumed with other things, even good things.  To scramble around, to pour myself out, to prepare the food, to deck the hall, to ready the gifts, even to teach the Bible studies and write the sermons – to prepare so many things and yet to do nothing to prepare my soul.  To be foolish.

I have known what it is like to come empty to Christmas day, having gone through a whole  Advent season which is meant to help me prepare to receive him, and yet have had no moment when I heard him speak, when he illumined my mind or quickened my heart, no encounter in which the Holy entered my soul, nor when I beheld Love enfleshed in others…

No doubt He came – many times, for He is always and everywhere coming since he entered the world…he came, and I did not receive him.  I was unprepared, and so the door to the feast remained closed to me.  

When I have come to Christmas like this, it is a desolate feeling.  Heavy with regret for holy moments, opportunities lost to me.  
But the good news is that Christ’s coming is not limited to a single season: the whole of our life is an advent, a time of preparation for that final coming.  If we are unprepared today, then we can begin tonight to get ready, and he will come again.
How do we replenish the oil?

How do we prepare for the comings of Christ – and in preparing for his 1000 daily comings, prepare for that final coming which will complete our lives, and life in God’s realm?

Look to the wise maidens:
they do not forget who they are, they remember the chief purpose of their life,
which is before all else, to shine light.  And to do that, they keep oil in their lamps. This is their first priority.  

They can help the cook, they can ready the hall, they can even go to sleep – no crime in that.  But before all else, they must tend the oil.

In the same way, we must remember who we are, and what we are chosen,  privileged to do:  bear Christ’s light to the world, light up the darkness, even the deepest midnight darkness, to keep other’s from stumbling, and help them join the feast.  

If we are to do that, then before all else we must tend the life of the Spirit in us.

We are grass, says Isaiah, mortal beings who wither and fade away, limited creatures whose lives are fleeting, and the things we invest so much effort in are fleeting too, already passing away.  So more than anything else, we need to stay connected to what is lasting and eternal.

How do we do that?

Isaiah says “make a highway for our God, so that God can come to you. Make a path so that you will be able to see the glory of the Lord” or, as our Jewish sisters and brothers translate, so that you can see the “Presence.” Isaiah writes to disaster survivors, exiles who know that life is precarious: the only way for them to survive spiritually is to stay connected to what is Eternal.

It is the same for us.  The only way for us to survive spiritually in a chaotic world is to stay connected to what is eternal.  To prepare the way for the Lord to come.  We do this when we worship together – we are making a highway for our God even now. 
 We do this when we pray – when we find the stillness in our hearts, and sit before God, in quiet rooms, along highways, in offices, on wooded paths, in parking lots, when we sing lament, when we stop to breathe our praise before a sunset…
we make a pathway for our God when we dwell in the Word –  with a devotional book, in study groups, in a lectio divina circle…whenever we encounter the Word – even if we are confused and wrestling with it --we touch the Eternal, for the Word of the Lord is what endures forever…

we build a highway for the Lord with our deeds of mercy and justice, works of compassion– when we make rough places smooth in the world, and straighten out what is crooked and twisted – make peace with a brother, a neighbor, right a wrong; we open a pathway for God when we lift up those in the valleys of trouble and tear down mountains that divide us…God is in the midst of such deeds, they are the path God travels to come to us.  
You may be hearing this call to prepare as one more thing to add to your ‘to do’ list…

1. buy Christmas presents
2.  finish the project at work 
3. make a path for God.

But I tell you the truth:  to prepare the way of the Lord in your soul is not one more thing for your ‘to do’ list.  Your spiritual life is the fuel that makes all the things on the list meaningful, laced with grace.  Your life in the Spirit keeps the fire lit and enables you to radiate light.

When we are not anchored in the Eternal, we are like tumbleweed, bouncing and blowing around from one fleeting thing to the next.  But when we touch the Eternal – what a difference it can make, to spend even 10 minutes in the morning and some quiet moments through the day being still before the Lord, preparing a way! Then even in chaos, we can live grounded, tethered – like those blow-up decorations we see in yards: the wind may shake and toss them, but they remain anchored, upright, and continue to cast their light and good cheer.
When we intentionally prepare a way for the Presence to enter our heart, then we are able to meet Christ whenever he comes, wherever he appears:  in the grocery store aisle, on the train, in the traffic, in concerts, in calamity, in the routines of isolated, unchanging days…

and the door to the joyful feast of life in his presence will open unto us.

On the front of the bulletin are images of a variety of ways we prepare in life.

We prepare to be parents, we prepare our children for school, we prepare for retirement, we prepare for emergencies…

tucked in the among all those images is one that does not look like the others.  It is a picture of a painting by Edouard Millet.  The original painting held me and drew me in when I had a chance to see it:  I breathed deeply before it.  

Pictured are two peasants working in a field, a man and a woman. In the background is the steeple of a church.  The title of the painting is its key: “The Angelus,” referring to a daily prayer prayed since the 13th century. The angelus bell would ring in a village three times throughout the day, at 6 in the morning, at noon, and at 6 in the evening.  The bell called everyone to pause, in whatever they were doing, to pray.  The words of the angelus prayer recall Christ’s coming, and asks God to pour grace into their hearts and connect them to Christ’s life, death and resurrection.

Three times a day, they pause to touch the Eternal –probably only for a couple of minutes.  But they prepare a way for our God to come.  No doubt this preparation of their soul anchors them in all the other preparations which their daily life requires, and opens the door to Christ’s presence, which makes even the most humble life a feast.
I keep a postcard of this painting on the mirror in my room at home.

They are, this man and woman, to me, like the wise maidens.  

I hope they are helping to keep me from being a foolish one.  

Let us pray.
I borrow words of a poet, Scott Cairns:

With our faces turned to you, we await your holy descent, and ask, Lord…


that despite the roar of our days, our hearts might grow still,


that resting in your presence, our hearts might be prepared to hear you…
Lord hear our prayer.  (from God With Us)
