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Taken In By Grace!
We have arrived at another, “the kingdom of heaven will be like this”, story.  I am tired before I even begin!  Why couldn’t Jesus say the kingdom of heaven is like something specific—lets say a fine pearl or a flowing river—something that isn’t full of relational curves and surprises hidden in each phrase.  No, Jesus has to say the kingdom of heaven is like a story and then the story turns out to be this complex tale that is almost offensive.  I am not sure I have the energy to be drug through another knot hole.  
“Ten bridesmaids took their lamps and went to meet the bridegroom.”  It must be a big wedding and since when do bridesmaids go and meet the bridegroom anyway.  It seems to me that it should be the bride not the bridesmaids who meets him.  How does the bride feel about her competition being the first to meet him at the door when he arrives?  And do you really need ten bridesmaids?  This groom must be some catch.

Five of these bridesmaids were foolish and five where wise.  We think we can tell which is which because the foolish ones brought lamps but no oil while the wise ones brought flasks of oil with their lamps.  Apparently these lamps were meant to be used and to use them you have to have oil.  These were not decorative items like the brides bouquet but actual tools for lighting the way when it gets dark.
The ten bridesmaids assembled in daylight.  They didn’t need lamps then and so it made no difference whether or not they had oil.  But then the bridegroom was delayed.  They waited and waited but still he didn’t come.  It got so late that they all got drowsy and fell asleep.  They lay about like children after ten on a school night.
Suddenly at midnight there was a shout, “Look!  Here is the bridegroom!  Come out to meet him.”  Being midnight it is very dark.  They all get up in that half-conscious stupor that befalls those whose deep sleep has been interrupted and they pull up the wicks in their lamps preparing to light them.  Suddenly the wise and foolish become very obvious for the foolish quickly find their lights sputtering for lack of fuel.  

Now comes the offensive part, the part so at odds with sharing and Christian benevolence.  “The foolish said to the wise, ‘Give us some of your oil, for our lamps are going out.”  But 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.’” Where are you going to find an oil dealer at twelve midnight?  Not even Seven Eleven would be open then.  They will have to go to an all-night Freddie’s and that will take time.  The five foolish maids leave in search of oil.  
While they are gone the bridegroom comes and those who are ready go with him into the wedding banquet.  The door is shut and locked from the inside.  Later, the other bridesmaids return, their lights now burning brightly with newly purchased oil and they yell from outside the door, “’Lord, lord, open to us.’  But he replies, ‘Truly I tell you, I do not know you.’”
Doesn’t that give you the willies?  He says he doesn’t know them.  They had been bridesmaids in waiting but now he says he doesn’t even know them.  They are shut out.  He won’t open the door and it is locked.  They are excluded from the banquet; they can’t come to the party; they are outside in the cold and dark at two in the morning.  It is all very chilling, like some of the other things that Matthew says that scare the wits out of us.  And this whole story is supposed to be about the kingdom of heaven?  I thought Jesus was about inclusion and blessings on the merciful.  I knew this was going to be difficult.  That’s why I didn’t want to start in the first place.
And then Jesus adds, “Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.”  Does he mean stay awake for when the groom returns even when his return is delayed?  Is he thinking that he is the groom and this is about his coming again, his second coming, and staying alert to wait for that?  It has been two thousand years; how long can we wait without going to sleep?  And besides, both the wise and the foolish in his story went to sleep waiting and that didn’t seem to be a problem for those who had oil when he did finally arrive.  What is the point and what does this have to do with the kingdom of heaven?

You are hoping I can answer this but I am not sure I can.  I find Jesus’ parables really difficult.  They force me to think harder than I like to think and I have to think outside the box.  I am going to need some help on this.  I think Jesus wants me to see something I haven’t seen yet, to experience something still beyond my comprehension. I am going to stop now, pray and read what others have said about this text and then get back to you.  (It was Thursday afternoon when I wrote this.)
It is Friday morning and I am back.  Here is what I learned.  This is the only time we encounter this parable in the lectionary cycle and it has no parallel in any other gospel.  If it seems like a strange story to our minds, it would have been total gibberish to Jesus’ audience.  Bridesmaids never attend the groom at a wedding either now or then.  And neither now nor then would a bridegroom enter a room alone with five wise, and presumably attractive, young maidens on the night of his wedding.  Was he crazy!  To make matters worse, this parable seems to contradict much of Jesus’ basic theology and practice.  The actions of the “wise” bridesmaids are marked by acquisitiveness, hoarding, worry, and shameful disregard of others.  So where do we go from here?  What new thing is this parable trying to tell us?

Abbot Andrew Marr, our old friend from Michigan, had an insight.  He starts out, “Only human beings expel themselves.  In the case of this parable, the problem with the five “foolish” bridesmaids is that they didn’t trust the bridegroom and just join the party.  They ran off to get oil because they thought they weren’t good enough to get in without it.  Normally, we assume that these five are foolish for not having brought along enough oil, like the other five.  They were unprepared for the bridegroom’s arrival.  That’s true enough, but there was an even more critical mistake that makes them foolish.  Having made the mistake of not bringing enough oil, they compound it, by going to look for more oil at midnight.  Where are they going to find more oil at that time of night especially when they don’t have lit lamps and are wandering around in the dark?  
Their critical mistake was to leave and go looking for more lamp oil.  Wouldn’t they have been better off sticking with the five bridesmaids who had enough?  Wouldn’t they have been better off trusting the bridegroom to not leave them out just because their lamps were no longer lit?  They still had five lit lamps to greet him and he had been delayed.  Surely, he would have understood their having run out of oil.  When they made the decision to not trust his graciousness and to foolishly look for more oil they excluded themselves from the party.  Their assumption about the character of the groom as harsh and unforgiving caused them to act in a way that did the very thing they most feared.  This anticipates what we will be talking about next week in the parable of the talents.

Would things have been different for these five foolish bridesmaids if they had stayed with the light of their friends and trusted the bridegroom to be gracious and understanding?  I think so.  They thought they had nothing and so felt undeserving of the kingdom.  Consequently they gave us and left just before the party began.  They did not trust the groom to include them.
What about us?  Do we trust that Jesus, the bridegroom of the church, will include all?  Will he include us even when we have made mistakes and come with no oil?  Will he include others who have also made mistakes?  Jesus was always criticized for being inclusive of the wrong people.  Not long before telling this parable, Jesus had been embroiled in controversy with the religious professionals and he told them that tax collectors and prostitutes would enter the kingdom of God before them.  Jesus included people we tend to exclude.  If we have the faith to include ourselves, do we include others because Jesus did, even though we are tempted to exclude them?  
Are we wise or foolish?  Will we go looking for more oil or trust him enough to join the party without it?  Which approach puts us into the kingdom of heaven?  Maybe the kingdom of heaven is what happens when we trust the groom with everything we have.  After all, none of us comes with oil in our lamps really.  We all get taken in by grace.  Amen.
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