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Proper 27
November 9, 2008

Are We Ready?

Matthew 25: 1-13

By Jerri L. Kumm LP

        One Sunday morning, the pastor noticed little Alex standing in the foyer of the church staring up at a large plaque on the wall. It was covered with names and small American flags were mounted on either side of it. The six-year old had been staring at the plaque for some time, so the pastor walked up, stood beside the little boy   And said quietly, 'Good morning Alex.' 
'Good morning Pastor,' he replied, still focused on the plaque. 'Pastor, what is this?”  The pastor said, 'Well son, it's a memorial to all the young men and women who died in the service.' 
               Soberly, they just stood together, staring at the large plaque. Finally, little Alex's voice, barely audible and trembling with fear asked, 'Which service, the 8:30 or the 10:30?


Our Gospel lesson from Matthew chapter 25 has a very sobering message, so I thought it might be o.k. to get your attention with a little joke.  Hope you don’t mind.  So now let’s see if we can wade through the serious and powerful message of this parable.

Jesus has been teaching his Disciples through a series of parables.  In our lesson for today, he is telling the parable of the Ten Girls, or Ten Virgins.  It begins with, “Once there were ten girls who went out with their lamps to greet the bridegroom.”  Why would ten girls meet the bridegroom on his wedding day?


It was the custom.  The whole village knew that the bride and groom were “betrothed” that is promised to each other.  This is usually done through a third party called a “shadchan” or marriage broker, who sees to the arrangement for a fee which is set by law and is usually a percent of the dowry, or what the bride’s family pays the groom.  In exchange the groom offers the bride a ring or something else of value as his pledge to her and her acceptance of the gift means that she agrees to the terms of the prenuptial agreement.  The prenuptial agreement  or ketubah is read publicly.  Witnesses are needed for both the signing of the ketubah and the actual wedding ceremony.

So, when it comes time for the marriage ceremony, the bridesmaids, unmarried women who have been chosen by the bride, are sent to usher the groom to the home of the bride where the groom collects the bride and they return to his house where they are married.  But along the way, they stop at houses in the village where they are given presents and lavished with food and wine.  The “parade” to the home of the groom is quite a big deal and the whole thing is lit by the lamps of the bridesmaids…..there were no street lights after all.

Well, the bridesmaids in our story were of two kinds.  There were those who looked ahead and were prepared for a long vigil should the bridegroom be awhile in coming to collect the bride.  They have brought more oil for their lamps, or torches with them just in case they have to wait awhile.  .  And then there were those who were completely unprepared.  They lit their torches and rushed off to await the bridegroom.  And when the night grew long, the unprepared bridesmaids asked the prepared bridesmaids would share some of their oil because their torches were about to burn out.  Well, the prepared bridesmaids didn’t have any to spare.   IF they shared with the unprepared bridesmaids, then they would have no way to reoil their torches.  So they declined and the unprepared bridesmaids had to go to the oil merchant for more oil.


But when they returned, the bride and groom had already made it to his house and the wedding celebration was well under way.  Because it was dark and the groom was unsure who was knocking on his door, he wouldn’t let them in.


Now, not only is it unfortunate that the unwise girls missed the celebration, they were disgraced for not being there to do the job for which they were chosen, of being bridesmaids and escorting the groom to the bride.


And Jesus concludes the parable with these words which seem out of place in the story of the ten girls: “Watch out, for you do not know the day or the hour.”


What is Jesus telling us about this parable?  


He is speaking of the Parousia, or the second coming.  See I told you this was a very serious lesson.   Jesus is of course the Bridegroom who is delayed in the story.  And  we don’t know when he is coming again –  we do not the day or the hour. 
       Scholars believe that Jesus is telling the Disciples that he is not coming back right away, that it will be awhile.  I’m not sure that the Disciples got this – I’m not sure they understood until just before or right after the Crucifixion that Jesus was no longer going to be with them – but of course, they could later recall this warning and make sense of it in light of what had happened.   The young Christian movement, following the death of Jesus, awaited him on a daily basis.  He is saying that he is not coming back right away and therefore they should be prepared at any given time.

The ten girls represent those who have heard the Word -  those who have had a chance to recognize the Bridegroom and know that he is the Son of our most Heavenly Father.  But though all ten have been given the Word, only five of them heed what he has said and are prepared for the bridegroom whenever he comes.  Therefore, Jesus is warning his disciples that not all who hear will believe.   When the unwise girls get to the home of the groom, they ask to be let in, but they may not enter because the groom does not recognize them.  Jesus is warning that though many will be called, not all will be able to enter Heaven when the time comes because they will not be recognized as believers - Christians


And what is the oil shortage is about? The flames are running low – that is to say our lives are running low – we have only so much time to put our Spiritual houses in order before we find ourselves on our deathbeds.  AT that time we are facing judgments.   Or put even more succinctly, Augustine said, when speaking of the unwise girls, “They came looking for mercy when it was time for judgment”.  The wicks of the lamps or the rags of their torches needed to be trimmed so they might burn evenly without burning up.  They needed to be “tended”, prepared, made ready for more oil.    AND if the prepared bridesmaids had given oil to the unprepared bridesmaids then they would have had none when the bridegroom came.   That is to say, no one else can prepare us.  We have to do that ourselves.  We have to trim our own wicks.   We can sit in church and listen to all the words, but unless we do something with those words, and learn from those words we will not be prepared.   As B.W. Johnson says, “there is no fund of surplus piety one can turn over to someone else….everyone has to procure for himself the needful grace and piety.” [paraphrased]

Before we know it, we will be in the season of Advent and though Advent is a time of anticipating the birth of the Christ child, it is nonetheless a time to prepare for Parousia, the second coming, and thirdly it is a time for beginning Advent begins the new church year.


How should we prepare for the Parousia?  Well, those of us here today have a pretty good start – we are here – in God’s house listening to God’s Word, in Communion with him through the body and blood of Jesus Christ and filled with the Holy Spirit through the Sacrament of Holy Baptism. 

If we take that with us out into the world and show it to those with whom we share this planet, then we will begin to be prepared.  It is, however, a life-long process to trim our wicks and keep our lamps full so that we may wait all night if need be.   But we will wait, secure in the love of God, that we are where we are suppose to be – the right day, the right hour – ready to greet our Lord and Savior and be welcomed into his arms forever.











Amen

	


