
 
  
   
 I want to move us this morning right to the heart of the parable. Like many of 
Jesus’ parables, this one is rich in allegory. Each character stands for something. The 
wise and foolish bridesmaids are the followers of Jesus Christ awaiting his return. He is 
the bridegroom. And the wedding party is the kingdom of God. All of that seems rather 
cut and dried.  
 
 The wild card in this parable is the oil. It is clearly the main thing on which the 
parable centers –the lack of it is what produces the crisis for the foolish ones, and 
ultimately results in their being shut out of the party. What does the oil stand for? 
 
 Let’s hold that question open for just a moment, and think about the problem with 
the foolish bridesmaids. The problem was not that they did not expect the bridegroom. 
They were there, waiting. The problem was not that they fell asleep. All ten bridesmaids 
fell asleep. The problem was not that they didn’t have any oil. They did.  
 
 No, the problem was they had failed to bring extra oil. As Tom Long puts it, the 
bridesmaids were ready for the bridegroom; the problem is that they were not prepared 
for the delay of the bridegroom.  
 
 And that’s what makes this parable such an important word for the church in 2020. 
We are still very much waiting for the coming kingdom; on earth, as it is in heaven. We 
are reminded almost daily of the delay of that kingdom, of the gap between the way 
things are, and the way God intends them to be.  
 
 I was in a presbytery committee Zoom meeting recently where we approved a 
presbytery food bank in the Antioch area. This came about when a church received 
several boxes of food unexpectedly and advertised that anyone in need could come to the 
church and get a box of food good for a week. The church thought it would take several 
hours to distribute it. The food was gone in thirty minutes, with many families turned 
away. And any of us who have worked with OneGenAway knows what those lines look 
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like not just in Nashville, but in Williamson County as well. As long as anyone goes 
hungry, the Kingdom has not come. 
 
 And with a pandemic showing no signs of slowing, with over 100,000 cases for 
three days in a row last week, and over 1,000 people dying a day, we know things are not 
as God intends, that the Kingdom is, in many ways, delayed. 
 
 And an election that still shows a nation starkly divided, with one writer suggesting 
that the votes make it seem we are living in two different worlds and unsure how we 
bridge the divide, the kingdom seems far away. 
 
 It seems to me that what the oil represents is at least in part our posture in the 
waiting. It is easy to become cynical, to believe that nothing is ever going to change, to 
listen to the siren call of despair. It would be easy to show up with just enough oil, and 
when the tough times come, when the delay weighs on us, we are dry.  
 
 Cynicism and hopelessness and despair are not in the end postures appropriate to 
the Christian disciple, because God has not abandoned us. Through the Spirit, God 
inspires our presence and practice of faith in the world, God gives us eyes to see all the 
ways Christ continues to be with us in transforming ways right here amid the waiting. 
 
 The purpose of the oil in the parable is to illuminate the bridegroom, to call 
attention to his presence, and to guide his procession into the party. This is the reason the 
five with the extra oil do not share with the five whose oil had run out – to do so would 
dim their own lamps, the result being ten lamps with barely enough light to shine on the 
bridegroom, to see him as he comes. 
 
 The parable is no doubt a reminder to keep our lamps trimmed and burning – to 
stock up on the oil of worship, prayer, study, service, giving and all the other practices 
that train our eyes to see Christ when he comes to establish his kingdom at the last, and to 
see his presence among us in the waiting, to shine a light on the glimpses of that coming 
kingdom, and to walk by this light now even as we wait for its fulfillment. 
 
 And so we grieve so much loss this pandemic has wrought, but we do not grieve as 
those who have no hope – we look for signs through our tears of the ways God’s peace 
and grace are present for us, lifting our collective grief and anger and questions – all of it 
– to the One in whom we place our trust. We light our lamps, seeking the presence of the 
bridegroom in the middle of the pain. 
 



 And we embrace our call to live in but not of the world, pushing back against all 
that would divide us from our neighbor, all that would place us in political and cultural 
boxes. We reach out to those who are different from us, those who think differently, 
perceive the world differently, vote differently, because we know God’s grace and peace 
are for all, and connect us to one another in a common cord of humanity. We shine a light 
on the coming One who turns no one away. 
 
 And we join hands with our hungry neighbors, who live with the ultimate 
insecurity of not knowing where their next meal is coming from, as they wait in a long 
line on a cold morning for just enough food for their household for maybe a week – 
black, white, brown – united in their need; and we, united with them in the dream of a 
coming day when not one of God’s children go hungry, and testifying to that coming day, 
shining a light on its coming, by sharing what we have. 
  
 Do you see? All of this we do, in response to God’s grace, as we ourselves wait. 
The kingdom has not come in all its fullness, but we do not lose heart. We serve, we pray, 
we worship, we learn, we love as we wait, and in these acts, we shine a light on the One 
who is among us and is surely coming, we shine a light in the darkness, and we ourselves 
are able to see Christ right here, in the midst of it all. 
 
 When we talk about giving to the church, we often say that we give not because the 
church needs our money, but because we need to give – giving is a spiritual practice. I 
would also say we give to the ministries of the church because each one of those 
ministries is a source of oil. When we gather here in the courtyard in the shadow of the 
cross and offer our worship, we add oil in our lamps. Those who will gather either on 
video or in person to talk and learn and share friendship in Sunday school or a committee 
meeting or a session meeting are filling their lamps. When we go out into the world to 
feed the hungry, to advocate for the powerless, to knit blankets for the cold, that’s oil I 
our lamps. 
 
 Some of you remember when my good friend Mark Brown, a chaplain at St. Jude 
Hospital, came and spoke for a series of lectures. He said at one point that he had to go 
into a room with a mother who was going to have to tell her eight-year-old child she was 
not going to live. Mark said he watched in amazement as the mother reminded her 
daughter of all the shared experiences they had in the church - all the worship, the various 
groups, the rituals, the table and font, the Bible stories – all about a God who had loved 
her from the time she was born and loves her now and whose love would not end, but live 
with her forever, even at the end, which was just a new beginning. 
 



 Mark described how calm, how knowing and faith-filled, mother and daughter 
were, and he said it was like the mother was opening this faith chest with all these things 
inside it, experiences that were preparing them for this day. I think there’s another 
metaphor we can set alongside the chest – they had oil in their lamps, more than enough 
to shine a light on the Coming One who was coming still, even in that moment of death 
and grief, with the promise of new life. 
 
 That, to me, is what the ministries of the church which you support with your 
generosity, is all about – oil in our lamps, more than enough worship, study, and service, 
to wait and work for the kingdom coming on earth as it is in heaven.   
 
 Let us wait, and give, and live, with joy. Amen. 
  


