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Back in August I was able to officiate at a wedding for my friend Greg.  I’ve known Greg since high school and I have to admit that at age 52 I had given up hope of him ever getting married.  But he met a wonderful young woman named Emily when he was on a medical mission to Kenya and the relationship developed even though an ocean stood between them.  I was asked to do their wedding in Virginia and somewhere in the planning sessions Emily let me know that in Kenya there are some different traditions for weddings from what we have here in the US.  One of them had to do with the arrival of the bride at the church.  As guests came to the church they were seated in the sanctuary, but as the bride arrived, the women of the congregation would stand up and go outside to greet her.  There would be singing and dancing as the bride got out of the car and  women would take off their shawls and veils and lay them down in the dirt or pavement for the bride to walk on as she came into the church, singing and dancing with the women as she went.  What impressed me about this tradition was the joyfulness of those who went out to greet the bride.  That’s what their job was at the wedding:  to greet the bride with joy.
It reminded me of this parable in which the bridesmaids are awaiting the arrival of the groom and he is delayed.  In the culture of Jesus’ time in all likelihood, these women belong to the family of the groom who has gone away to finalize the dowry arrangements with his father-in-law.  At the wedding in August we had a men’s lunch the day before the wedding and my friend Greg was delayed a couple of hours because he was in negotiations with his father-in-law about how many cows were appropriate to give for his bride, Emily.  In ancient Palestine the dowry would have to be finalized before the groom could bring the bride back to his home.  So these women are going out to wait for the groom to return with his bride.  They will then accompany the couple to the house for the wedding feast.  Because it is late, they take lamps with them, but obviously the groom is delayed.  Maybe the negotiations with the father-in-law were especially tough because it is hours before he returns and they have all fallen asleep.
The difference between this parable and our wedding in August is that no bridesmaids get shut out of the wedding.  That’s what I don’t like about this parable.  In the context of Matthew’s gospel this story comes in the middle of the last large teaching section in Chapters 24 and 25.  This is when Jesus has been asked by his disciples about his return someday in the future and what they can expect.  This parable and the parables we will discuss in the next two weeks are Jesus answer to those questions.  The story of the bridesmaids tell the people that they must be prepared because his return might be delayed.  The last verse, which should be the moral of the parable says, “Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day  nor the hour.”  I have to disagree with the translators here because I think that the admonition is not to “keep awake,” because all the bridesmaids fell asleep, the wise and the foolish, so the difference in them is not whether they stayed awake or not.  The better translation would be, “Be prepared,” for the difference in the bridesmaids is whether or not they had oil.  Because some had not brought extra oil then they were the ones who had to run around in the middle of the night looking for a 24 hour place that would sell them some oil.  What does that mean, to run out of oil?  What does that look like, the kind of oil you carry with you?  Maybe it depends on the kind of oil we're talking about. Anna Carter Florence is a Presbyterian preacher who teaches at Columbia Seminary, and she gives a lecture to the students about the spiritual life of the preacher. And one time during this lecture, she brings in an oil lamp, the kind with a wick and real oil in the bottom, as a visual aid. She talks about how the role of the pastor, or the role of Christian, for that matter, is to be a light for others-"the light of the world." Isn’t that what Jesus tells the disciples earlier in the Sermon on the Mount, that we are the light and that we must let our light shine before others, “so that they may see our good works and give glory to our Father in heaven.”  Then she lights the wick and watches the lamp burn. But (and here is the rigged part), because there was only a tiny bit of oil in that lamp, it only burned for a few moments. She asks the students: what happens when the oil runs out? Well, then the lamp light goes out, and you have nothing to give. And a pastor with no oil, a Christian with no oil, can't be the light of the world for anybody, no matter how much they want to. So then she asked: what fills you up spiritually when you run dry? What replenishes your oil? Where do you find God, and how can you make sure that you get enough of that oil for your lamp, so that God can fill you up again? Because you will run dry. And when you do, you can't be a light for anybody. Remember the safety speech we hear on airplanes? "In the event of an emergency, oxygen masks will drop from the ceiling; please be sure to secure your own oxygen mask first before assisting others."  It's fairly simple. When the arrow on the gas tank points to empty, you are going to run out of gas. If a two-year-old doesn't get a nap, she is going to crash. When you haven't had a conversation with your spouse in three weeks that hasn't revolved around carpooling logistics, your marriage is getting dry. If you have worked eighty-hour weeks for longer than you care to know, your relationships are going to suffer. It's not really something any of us can avoid. There are some kinds of fuel that just are not negotiable.  There are also some kinds of oil you can't borrow from anyone else. Teenagers learn this, at a certain point; you can borrow someone's homework and get by on the assignment, but you can't borrow the hours they put in studying for the test. Some students can coast through some classes in high school, but if you didn’t learn more than just information, if you didn’t learn how to study, you’re going to be in trouble when you get to college. There are some things that we can only do for ourselves. You can't borrow someone else's peace of mind or their passion for God. You can't say to your friend, "You have such a happy marriage, don't you? Could you give me some of that?" It doesn't work. You have to find it yourself. You have to figure out what fills you up, spiritually, and then make sure you have some to carry with you, every single minute of the day, because that's how often you'll need it.  As this parable teaches us, you can’t borrow someone else’s joy.  You can’t fake joy.
And let’s hear the warning, we will run out. Time will run out. The hour gets late, everyone gets sleepy. We all doze, we all put it off, saying, "One of these days, I'm going to quit working so hard and I'll put in that quality time with my kids." "One of these days, I'm going to start writing or reading or running again; I've always wanted to do it." "One of these days, I'm going to be one of those folks who serves lunch at Ministry with Community, or helps with the food pantry." We all doze. We all put it off. And then the shout goes up: "He's coming!" It's time. And one of these days is today, and it's over, and you never did bring your flask of oil.  I think that's one of the hardest things about this parable. The time will come when you have to draw on the oil you have, right there, on your body, in your flask. And it isn't going to come from your pension savings, and it isn't going to come from your good intentions and your long range plans; it's going to come from what fuels you spiritually right now. It's going to come from where you see God, today. And where is that? Have you seen Jesus lately?  Well, Jesus tells us in the next parables, I was hungry and you fed me. I was thirsty, and you gave me something to drink. I was naked, and you clothed me. I was a stranger, and you welcomed me. I was in prison, and you visited me. I was sick, and you comforted me. That's where we find him, that’s where we see Jesus. That's where we get filled up by being in his presence.  Being here at worship and finding the joy of being together as the body of Christ.  And then following him out into the world and finding him there too.   I think those church folk who use this parable as a way to scare us all straight are missing the point. You don't fill your lamp because you're afraid you're going to get locked out of the Kingdom of Heaven. You don't stockpile oil because then you can turn everyone else away and that's so much fun. No, you just stop at the filling station and fill your flask and take it with you because it is our job to greet him with joy.  You can’t loan someone else your joy.  It is one of the fruits of the Spirit, one of those things that grows in you as you find Christ in your life.  Have you gotten your fill?  Have you seen Jesus lately?
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