
Gree$ng from the Southeastern Synod Staff and Bishop Kevin Strickland on this 23rd Sunday a>er 
Pentecost.  As I record this sermon for November 8th on Wednesday, we are a na$on of wai$ng for the 
results of the na$onal elec$on.  I men$on that not because I have some poli$cal agenda but that like 
you, I am wai$ng to see what the results are and how our na$on will respond.  My prayer is that 
whatever the outcome of this elec$on, that there is mutual respect and care for one another and our 
communi$es but since I cannot foresee what is coming, just the concern of what might be, I wanted you 
to know that I don’t men$on it because at this moment it is s$ll an unknown and in order for 
congrega$ons to use this it needed to be recorded now.  So we pray, we hope and we wait. 

I don’t know about you but I’m not a good wait-er.  I get impa$ent wai$ng in line, or wai$ng for an 
appointment, or wai$ng for news or really anything.  Wai$ng is not one of my spiritual disciplines.  As a 
kid I can remember with such frustra$on for Christmas to come.  I think that is why I have always loved 
the season of Advent and the rituals that help us get ready.  As a child it was about wai$ng for presents 
and toys, for school to be on holiday, for the magic of the season.  Advent has helped me to step into 
God’s $me, that Karios $me, for how I prepare for Christ to be born not only in a manger but within me.  
So ligh$ng a candle on the advent wreath, reading the familiar scripture texts of Advent, adding 
addi$onal $me for worship, all help me watch and wait. 

Today, our Gospel text from MaPhew 25 is a parable about wai$ng.  It is the parable of the Ten 
Bridesmaids.  The story that Jesus tells in this parable is of how the kingdom of heaven will be like. He 
says that there are 10 bridesmaids who go to meet the bridegroom.  Five were foolish because they 
didn’t have enough oil for their lamps when the bridegroom is late.  The other five were wise because 
they were prepared for the wait.  When the bridegroom finally shows up at midnight (a liPle late, if you 
ask me) they go to light their lamps and half of them don’t have enough and the other half won’t share 
and so they leave to go get more, which we can only imagine is difficult without a 24 hour oil lamp 
supply store nearby, and they miss their entrance into the banquet and the bridegroom doesn’t 
recognize them once they arrive. And Jesus finishes off this parable with the warning to keep awake for 
we know neither the day nor the hour. 

Chris$an spiritual author, Philip Yancy says this about the reason Jesus uses parables, “Jesus did not give 
the parables to teach us how to live. He gave them, I believe, to correct our no$ons about who God is 
and who God loves.” To correct our no$on about who God is and who God loves.  So how is God 
correc$ng our no$on with this parable about who God is and who God loves? 

This is a weird parable because it ends with a closed door and it seems a bit like the opposite of how 
Jesus has described the kingdom of God.  The kingdom of God is a party according to this parable and 
Jesus talked a lot about par$es.  He gave us quite specific instruc$ons on how we should hold par$es: 
“Don’t just invite wealthy and respectable people who can return the favor to you, but invite the poor 
and the lame and people who can’t pay you back!” 

Jesus aPended a lot of par$es. Indeed, in the minds of some people, Jesus aPended too many par$es – 
the wrong sorts of par$es with the wrong sorts of people. ‘A gluPon and a drunkard’ some people called 
him (Luke 7:34). 

And Jesus, on a number of occasions, spoke of the Kingdom of God as being like a party. Indeed, if you 
remember the parable that we read only a couple of Sundays ago, the Kingdom of God was said to be 
like a great big party, a royal wedding party in fact, where everybody is invited – the rich and the poor, 



the important and the unimportant, the socially acceptable and the socially unacceptable, the good, the 
bad, and the ugly….everybody! 

But this party is different for some reason.  The focus group is on this small group who were wai$ng for 
the party to start. In the ancient middle east the custom for a wedding was not the story of a roman$c 
comedy but an arranged marriage between two families.  Wedding fes$vi$es typically lasted seven days, 
and the procession of the bride and groom marked the beginning of the joyous event.   
 
In this story, it is expected that the bridesmaids would await the arrival of the bridegroom and greet him 
with a procession of light in the darkness.  We don’t know if they are wai$ng at the bride’s home for the 
groom to come and fetch her or at the home of the groom’s family where the wedding would take place.  
All we know is that they are wai$ng and the groom is delayed. 

In reality, a groom’s delay was not altogether uncommon.  For instance, there could be last minute 
nego$a$ons between the groom and the bride’s rela$ves over the gi>s exchanged – remember this is an 
arranged marriage, a contractual agreement of a sort.  So we don’t know why the groom isn’t where he 
is supposed to be, but he is late enough that these poor bridemaids have fallen asleep.  We are told the 
wise brought extra oil so that in the end they had enough, the others were literally le> in the dark. 

Now I’ve been in several weddings in my day as a bridesmaid and let me just tell you it is NOT an easy 
job.  A>er serving as the Matron of Honor at a couple of weddings, being a bridesmaid is a lot of 
responsibility.  I could only imagine the horror of realizing that the one job they had was ligh$ng the way 
for the bride and groom and they don’t have enough oil to keep their lamps burning. It would be like 
going to put on your bridesmaid dress and realizing you brought the wrong dress.   

So they have no oil, they go off in search of oil, some miracle upon miracle they actually find some to 
purchase and they come back but they are too late.  So sad, too bad. 

And here is where I struggle with this text, especially if Phillip Yancy is right in that parables are to 
change how we see God and whom God loves.  Jesus ends this parable, this teaching with the warning to 
“Keep awake…for you know neither the day nor the hour.” It might bePer be translated to “be vigilant”.  
In this parable, the bridegroom’s arrival was certain – he’s not a runaway groom –he’s coming, just not 
when they expected him, so the uncertainty of the $ming illustrates the need for constant vigilance. 

But vigilant for what? Well maybe MaPhew’s gospel helps us to put that into context because if we read 
a liPle further Jesus tells yet another parable and in it he says “for I was hungry and your gave me food, I 
was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked 
and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me’ and the 
righteous will answer him, ‘Lord when was that…’ and the king will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as 
you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.”  

I think as we look at this parable I wonder what it means that those that had enough oil weren’t willing 
to share with those who didn’t have enough and I wonder what it means to be vigilant when we are 
$red of wai$ng. 

During this pandemic, wai$ng seems to be our MO, we are wai$ng for the number of new cases to drop, 
we are wai$ng for it to be safe, now we are wai$ng for that long awaited vaccine to be discovered, soon 
we will be wai$ng to see when we can get vaccinated and I guess once we get the vaccine we will wait to 
see if it will be a one-$me vaccine or one that will need a booster and then we will wait to see how o>en 



we will need that booster.  I think if the quote of 2020 is “You’re muted”, the overarching theme for 2020 
is wai$ng. 

As I record this sermon for Sunday, November 8, 2020 the elec$on has taken place and just as we have 
been warned we are wai$ng for those results or maybe we know the outcome but we don’t necessarily 
know what that is going to mean for civil unrest, for economic projec$ons, for our democracy.  We just 
don’t know and we don’t’ need CNN to analyze that – we don’t know what we don’t know. If you are 
watching this on Sunday, November 8th and you do know what I don’t know – please email me and fill 
me in because I’m prePy certain that I’m s$ll in the unknowing knowing and we are facing the ques$on 
of “How long?” 

Wai$ng is hard, especially since we live in an age of instant gra$fica$on.  And since we live in this 
expecta$on that we get what we want when we want it – we get frustrated when can’t.  We move from 
wondering how long before toilet paper got restocked to wondering how long before Clorox wipes will 
back on the shelves to wondering how long un$l life is “normal” again.  

Of course the focus of the parable isn’t on me and my personal goals nor did Jesus write this parable in 
response to a pandemic or an elec$on but on the far greater goal of the coming of the Kingdom of God 
in history – the coming of that day when God’s will will be done on earth as it is in Heaven. 

The Kingdom of God is at hand, Jesus tells us.  The new world is coming. The day will come when 
injus$ce will be wiped away and when people will beat their swords into ploughshares and study war no 
more (Isaiah 2:4) when the earth will be as full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea 
(Isaiah 11:9) but when? 

We look around our world and we don’t see a lot of evidence that this reality is in process. We watch yet 
again another of our siblings of color, gunned down by the ones called to protect. We hear of first 
responders who literally are caring for those who have contracted this horrible virus being struck down 
by the same virus they are trying to tame.  We look at our synod territory and see and experience one 
natural disaster a>er another, ravaging our coast lines bringing havoc, meanwhile others in our country 
face wildfires that threaten house and homes.   

Where is jus$ce? Where is freedom and love? How long is it all going to take, O Lord? How long?  

This is the cry that is at the heart of Jesus’ story. We believe that the bridegroom is coming and we 
believe that jus$ce and peace will come but how long is it all going to take? In truth, we really weren’t 
expec$ng to wait this long, and some of us just weren’t’ prepared for the long haul. 

That’s the problem confron$ng our bridal party.  It’s not that they don’t care about the bridegroom, and 
they do want to be a part of the party. They just weren’t prepared for the long haul. What went wrong? 
Why weren’t the ‘foolish maiden’ bePer prepared? Why hadn’t they prepared properly by pulng aside 
enough oil to keep their lamps burning for as long as it was going to take? It’s a fair ques$on.  

Who knows? Maybe they weren’t prepared because they didn’t think they needed to be or maybe they 
thought they had enough, or maybe they got distracted by something not as important. Or maybe they 
just ran out. Or maybe they just didn’t make it the priority.  

But that is all of life, right? Compe$ng priori$es.  We never intend to not spend $me with the kids, it’s 
just that other en$rely legi$mate things get in the way and take priority.  And it’s not that we don’t have 
a good sense of what God would have us do with our lives and the things God wants us to focus on, but 



there are appointments to keep and bills to pay and a whole long list of en$rely legi$mate things that 
need to be done and … we didn’t even realize that the party started without us. 

This parable doesn’t offer a lot of grace but then again most of Jesus’ parables don’t, except that we 
know one thing for certain and this I believe is the answer to Phillip Yancy’s understanding of parables, 
that the one who holds up the mirror to our lives is also the one says “Come to me all you who are heavy 
laden and I will give you rest”.  And so we are le> with another image of instant gra$fica$on that is very 
much in keeping with the spirit of Jesus’ story.  

Yes, the Kingdom of God is a party, and yes, it is a party to which we are all invited. Come one, come all, 
come rich, come poor, come early, come late, everybody is welcome, all are invited 

And come as you are, but come prepared too – prepared for the long haul – for yes, the Kingdom of God 
is at hand and jus$ce and peace will come, but we may have a bit more work to do yet. For we might just 
need some reserved oil to let our light shine to be the very answer to our prayer that God’s Kingdom, 
God’s will be done on earth, as it is in heaven while we wait. 


