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The Gospel According to St. Matthew, the 25th Chapter

Glory to you, O Lord,
“Then the kingdom of heaven will be like this. Ten bridesmaids took their lamps and went to meet the bridegroom. 2Five of them were foolish, and five were wise. 3When 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, all of them became drowsy and slept. 6But at midnight there was a shout, ‘Look! Here is the bridegroom! Come out to meet him.’ 7Then all those bridesmaids got up and trimmed their lamps. 8The foolish said to the wise, ‘Give us some of your oil, for our lamps are going out.’ 9But 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.’ 10And 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. 11Later the other bridesmaids came also, saying, ‘Lord, lord, open to us.’ 12But he replied, ‘Truly I tell you, I do not know you.’ 13Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.
The Gospel of the Lord

Praise to you, O Christ.
Let’s pray:  Speak, Lord, your people are listening.  Amen. 
 
Waiting and preparing for the coming judgment of Christ is the theme of the parable of the Ten Brides Maids. It is a difficult parable to preach on and parts of it make me – and perhaps you as well – uncomfortable.  
 Some believe that being ready entails doing the right things - as in good works – or going to church or fulfilling some list of things that makes one ready and therefore welcomed to eternity.  Much of the symbolism in this parable is not clear.  There are ten bridesmaids, all from the same community.  They all have lamps; half of them underestimate how long they will have to wait for the bridegroom and therefore are short of oil; they all fall asleep; all of them know the bridegroom although the bridegroom apparently does not know the five who went to buy oil at the last minute and therefore weren’t allowed to join the wedding party.  The bridesmaids – both the wise and the foolish – seem to represent us – humankind.  The bridegroom is Jesus.  It is not clear what the oil represents. The question of whether it was good or bad that the bridesmaids who had extra oil would not share it with those who did not is ignored.  The logical explanation for that is that if they shared the oil, then none of the lamps would have remained lit.  The bride is never mentioned.
It may be helpful for us to understand that the community to which Matthew wrote had anticipated Christ’s return long before and were becoming impatient. They were also separated from the Jewish community worshipping in the synagogue, so they may have been wondering if they had erred in following The Way of Jesus Christ.  Yet here we are some 2000 years later, still waiting – still anticipating the final coming of Christ.  Because it has been this long – and despite frequent predictions of the beginning of the end, I expect that it will be a good while longer.  The question for us becomes, “How do we live in this ‘in between’ time”.  What does it mean to be prepared for when Jesus comes again to judge the world?
First, we remember that we cannot bring about our own salvation by doing or saying certain things.  Nor can we bring about another’s salvation. Why?  Because it has already been done! Jesus has already done that.  He died on the cross and rose again over 2000 years ago bringing salvation for all who believe in him. Second, we recognize that Christ’s advent – Christ’s coming is an event of the present as well as in the past and at an unknowable time in the future. 
This is the wonderful “already but not yet” – the Kingdom of God is here already but not yet complete. We see Christ’s coming to us as a continuing action in word and sacrament, in the acts of others with love and encouragement and forgiveness.  After all, that is what Jesus did when he first came.  In the form of a human, Jesus taught the disciples and the crowds who followed him how to live; Jesus healed the sick, ate with sinners and outsiders and advocated for the oppressed.  When Jesus returned in the Resurrection; he returned not as one who condemned, but as one who encouraged the doubting Thomas, one who forgave Peter for denying Jesus three times and made him the rock of the church.  Jesus came back as one who cooked breakfast for his disciples. Jesus came back and prepared his disciples to carry the gospel to the entire world, and then he sent them, empowered by the Holy Spirit to do just that. That sending extends to us as well and gives us a mission as stated in Matthew 28:19-20, 19Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” That mission very clearly tells us how to prepare.  

In Luther’s explanation of the third article of faith, he says in part “the Holy Spirit has called me through the gospel, enlightened me with his gifts, made me holy, and kept me in the true faith…” It is this enlightenment by the Holy Spirit that empowers us to live in this in between time. 
 In Matthew Chapter 5 - in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said, 14“You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hid. 15No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house. 16In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven.”
We get ready by doing the things that Jesus did – by letting the light of God’s love and forgiveness shine through us to others.  We live out our faith by teaching others about Jesus and telling the story of God’s love for the world in the death and resurrection of his own son Jesus so that we might live with him, by living out our faith in acts of love and generosity toward others, by hearing the Word and receiving the sacraments – baptism and communion – by caring for the ill, feeding the hungry, advocating for the oppressed, by caring for all of God’s creation.
All the bridesmaids had the opportunity to take extra flagons of oil for their lamps before going out to meet the groom.  Five simply chose not to and it turns out that by putting off that act, they were locked out of the banquet. The lamps needed oil to provide light.  We need nurturing and renewing to be the light.  Where do we get that?  
There is no shortage of the oil of God’s grace and forgiveness.  We receive it in the Word, in the waters of baptism, in the Holy Meal and in the presence and encouragement of one another.  Each of us at some time or another needs the support and encouragement of another one of God’s children.  That is an important gift that we can give to one another.
The urgency in today’s passages is not that of hurry up and get yourself saved because Jesus is coming soon.  That has already been done.  No, the urgency is that each of us has only so much time to live out the mission Jesus has sent us on. So, we ought to be good stewards of our time and talents and use them to get God’s work done – to let our lights shine so that others see God’s love in our actions and that those actions point others to God.   Amen.
