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In the name of God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen! 
When Mother Alissa asked me if I would Supply for her this morning, I 

quickly agreed.  I have missed you.  So, on this 23rd Sunday after Pentecost, let 
me begin with a word you’ve heard me mention to you many times before - 
context. 

That word is especially appropriate for understanding one of the more 
obvious themes present in our Gospel story this morning - that of ‘waiting.’  The 
bridesmaids have gathered at the bride’s home, and are now waiting.  Even then, 
as now, we live in a world that is uncomfortable with waiting.  The make up of our 
society and culture, here and around the world, is one more geared toward quick 
responses and immediate action.  And if you don’t believe me, just ask Google.  
We are constantly being encouraged to act, to get moving, claim whatever we 
want, or desire, now.  After all, isn’t that why Jeff Bezos invented Amazon.  Like 
those bridesmaids waiting for the bride groom, who has the time to worry about 
making sure we have enough oil for our lamps beyond the present moment. 

Yet, according to the parable Jesus shares with us, we are to understand 
that there is waiting to be done.  In the midst of the many predictions and 
promises concerning the end times, and the return of the Messiah, Jesus offers 
us this timely parable about the need to be patient, and wait.  We are told that to 
refuse to wait is to be ‘foolish,’ because it denies a future not of our making.  To 
be prepared, by bringing enough oil for our waiting is to be wise, because the 
night might be longer or darker than expected.  Waiting, my brothers and sisters, 
is an act of faith. 

The parable of the Ten Bridesmaids also reveals for us a tension between 
being prepared for the future, and living in the present.  On the one hand, Jesus’ 
example urges us, to act now - while, on the other hand, he speaks of our need to 
be prepared, to wait.  The proper response to the push and pull between those 
two realities, says Jesus, is to ‘keep awake.’  Or, said another way, to ‘wait 



urgently.’  Jesus’ commitment to the present moment, and his commandment to 
be prepared, are like two sides of a coin.  They define one another.  Our need for 
action, in addressing the daily challenges of life - is informed by our also being 
appropriately prepared, so that we avoid being hasty.  

Said another way, in order to reduce the apathy and complacency that fills 
our lives by uninformed waiting, we are to look for clarity of purpose and direction 
in preparing for God’s kingdom. 

My friends, there is a challenge to our waiting both expectantly and in our 
preparation.  That challenge is a challenge to our faith, to our belief that 
something, and someone, is actually coming to fulfill a promise.  Waiting with 
expectation and preparation is a reminder of Christ’s promise of the coming 
kingdom of God. 

Matthew’s late first century congregation found themselves caught in that 
‘no man’s land’ between ‘waiting and staying awake.’  And their world was not 
unlike ours in the 21st century.  They had been waiting for the Messiah to return 
for almost 50 years.  In their relationships with one another, economically, 
religiously, and politically, they were tired, in desperate need of someone to 
reassure them that the promise of the kingdom of God was not an empty one. 

My brothers and sisters, that is also the context within which we live our 
lives today.  We, too, are exhausted by uncertainty, divisiveness and turmoil - we 
feel hopeless, without a sense of clarity for the future - today, tomorrow or next 
year.   

However, we are also people of faith.  Which is why we are here today.  We 
need, and we seek, the strength and love of our God, and of one another, to 
support us in these trying times.    

In Jesus’ parable the five ‘foolish’ bridesmaids had not prepared 
themselves for the wait by bringing sufficient oil to replenish their lamps.  When 
the bridegroom does arrive, their lack of preparation forces them to leave the 
bride’s home in search of oil for their lamps - resulting in their missing out on the 
great joy of the wedding celebration.   
 Being both aware and prepared as we wait is hard.  Let me offer you a 20th 
century story from my own experience as an illustration.       

During the hottest part of the day, the temperature, in the shade, had 
reached 110 degrees.  The monsoon rains had come and gone, as they always 
did, late in the day - drenching everything in a powerful, torrential downpour.  It 
was now late in the evening and we were bone tired, soaking wet, miserable and 



cold.  We had come a long way.  We had been up since before dawn, hacking our 
way, step by laborious step, through dense jungle.  Many were close to 
exhaustion.   

Our objective was a small, insignificant hill near the tri-border area of 
Cambodia, Laos and South Vietnam.  Our mission was to establish a blocking 
position for a search and destroy operation - ferreting out an obstinate, and as 
always, elusive, enemy. 

Finally, we reached our objective.  Orders were given.  Prepare perimeter 
defenses - which included, digging in.  You could almost hear the collective 
groan.  Dig in?  Seriously?  Why?  Who in their right mind, whether friend or foe, 
would be out in this weather, anywhere near this God forsaken hill in the middle of 
the jungle?  The small hamlet at the base of the hill, not even a half a mile away, 
looked deserted.  We hadn’t encountered anyone all day, and the chances that 
our presence was even suspected, were slim to none.  Why do we need to dig in?  
What we needed was rest. 

Night fell and darkness enveloped us as if a giant blanket had been thrown 
over us.  The silence was palpable, broken only by the occasional sound of a 
squelching radio, or a snore, cut short by the blow of a sharp elbow.  There was 
no moon, no stars - even the animals and insects seemed to have taken the night 
off. 

Sometime after midnight the silence was broken by a faint, but never-the-
less audible sound.  It was the sound of metal sliding against metal.  There was 
an immediate shout of warning, but we already knew - no one had to tell us - we 
knew.  For what seemed to us an eternity, we waited - the silence around us 
heavy with expectation.  An expectation not of joy, or relief, but of judgment and 
death. 

Eight seconds - not seven - not nine, but eight seconds.  That’s how long it 
takes a mortar round to travel less than half a mile from an innocuous little hamlet 
to a hill where men waited for a sentence of life or death. 

When the first rounds hit there was a flurry of activity.  Those who chose to 
rest instead of ‘digging in’ tried to work their way into the holes that had been 
dug by others.  There was no room.  Some tried to help.  After all, eight seconds 
is a long time.  You can do a lot in eight seconds.  It’s hard work but you can dig a 
good sized hole quickly when you’re determined and have the right motivation. 

Despite our efforts, the ‘oil’ of support was no where to be found.  The 
inhospitable weather cancelled any of hope of air support, and we were way 



beyond effective artillery range.  Helicopter gunships did escort the medevac 
helicopters we requested - but they wouldn’t reach us until the next morning. 

For roughly two hours those mortar rounds rained down upon us.  And 
together, the wise and the foolish, men cried, men prayed and men died. 

My brothers and sisters, Jesus’ message this morning, imploring us to 
watchfulness, and to waiting, expectantly, is pretty blunt.  He lays out the rules of 
engagement for his disciples in clear and straightforward language.   And, I might 
add, not for the first time.  The story of the ten bridesmaids is similar to his earlier 
story, in chapter seven, of the two men who build houses.  Only one, however, 
builds his house on the solid foundation of rock.  When Jesus says, “Watch 
therefore for you know neither the day nor the hour,” he calls us, not to a state of 
perpetual anxiety and frustration, but to a state of readiness.  It is preparation, 
says Jesus, that reflects, and leads us to responsible discipleship.  It is deeds of 
love and mercy, in obedience to the Great Commandment, that provides us 
confidence when we are tired and in need of sleep.  Anything less is wasted 
effort, and would be like trying to buy oil after the stores have closed for the day. 

Like those men on a hill in Vietnam, the ten bridesmaids in our gospel all 
looked alike.  And they look a lot like you and me.  The difference between them - 
between us - the eternal difference, is to be found in our readiness.  The wise 
among us are prepared, living out the life of the Kingdom of God, day in and day 
out.  The foolish have only enough oil for the moment. 

So, about now, you might be asking, where’s the Good News?  For that, we 
return to the story. 

The next morning, after evacuating our dead and wounded, we were 
ordered to engage the enemy in and around that hamlet.  As you might imagine, 
we were not in a very good mood.  We were filled with anger.  An anger born of 
frustration and hopelessness.  An anger, in many ways, misguided.  An anger 
deepened by the fact that, as we moved through the objective area, it became 
obvious that the enemy had once again demonstrated his elusiveness.  They had 
slipped away in the early morning darkness. 

But not everyone was gone.  In one of the flimsy, reed and bamboo huts we 
called ‘hooches,’ we found a group of older women - matriarchs of the hamlet.  
They were doing their best to minister to a young woman in the middle of a very 
difficult labor.  One of our medics offered some assistance, and, to make a long 
story short, that baby was delivered - kicking and crying into a world in turmoil.   



To say that that new born child represented a cauldron of mixed emotions 
for us, would be an understatement.  For me, over time, and through a lot of 
prayer and reflection, I have come to the realization that God, as only God can, 
continues to reveal the depth and breadth of God’s love in  timely and wonderful 
ways.  God, as only God can, in the face of our stubbornness and impatience, 
remains faithful - always calling us to God’s self. 

My brothers and sisters, in the end the mistake of the unwise bridesmaids 
was not that they failed to believe the bridegroom would arrive.  If they had not 
believed that he would arrive, they would never have gone to meet him in the first 
place.  It wasn’t that they fell asleep either.  Whether you are wise or foolish, we 
all fall asleep, we all need rest.  No, my friends, the mistake of the foolish 
bridesmaids was that they failed to invest in those things that would prepare 
them to see God’s Kingdom when it does arrive. 

 For you and me, it may be that the oil we need is found in hearts 
fueled with prayer - in eyes that study God’s word, and recognize God’s work in 
the world.  Our oil can be found in ears that hear the crying of God’s children - in 
hands that reach out to those in need, and in our search to find those who have 
been lost.   

Whatever that oil may be for you, one thing is clear - what is required of us 
in this time of waiting is an awareness that all we are, and all we have, needs to 
be invested in knowing what God is doing, and promises to do, in this world.  

So, here are a few questions for you to ponder in the week ahead.  What 
are you waiting for?  Is your waiting, in the midst of your tiredness, your 
exhaustion and your hope for the future, truly focused on preparing yourselves for 
the Kingdom of God and the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ?  Those are honest 
questions.  And, as our Lord Jesus Christ has promised us, our honest answers 
will provide us with all the patience we need to be watchful and stay awake.  
Amen.    


