I was reading this week’s Gospel lesson and what came to mind was something that happened in high school.  My grandmother said a family friend was returning from a trip and needed a ride from the airport.  I was really excited because Doretta had taken the Queen Mary to Europe and returned on the Concorde on a AAA tour.  I couldn’t wait to ask her about it.  Stapleton International Airport was only 15 minutes from my house so it was an easy trip.  Remember - in the 70’s we didn’t have cell phones or the Internet - so everything had to be set up ahead of time.  I started doing something and lost track of time.  When I realized her plane had landed I ran out to my 72 lime green Ford truck and started the engine - that’s when I noticed the gas gauge was just above E - and I should mention my truck got like 10 miles per gallon.  What’s funny is, I worked at a gas station.

I knew I had enough gas to get to the airport, but wasn’t sure I’d have enough to get back home.  I went down to Boulevard Standard - put two dollars in and headed to the airport.  I was late - really late and when I arrived she was not on the curb.  I parked and went inside and she wasn’t inside at baggage claim.  I checked the arrival board and her flight had been  early.  I went home and knew what would happen next - my grandma called and wanted to know why I left Doretta at the airport - she had to take a taxi home.  I felt terrible.

So - not only should you have enough oil in your lamp, you should have enough gas in your tank.  Except that is not what this parable is about.  

There is so much going on here - the Bridegroom being late - the virgins falling asleep - five of them forgetting extra oil - the wise virgins unwilling to share - the bridegroom saying, “I don’t know you” and slamming the door shut and Jesus summarizing it by saying, “keep watch - you don’t know the day or the hour.”  If we stick with our standard, the bridegroom is Jesus, the five foolish virgins are the NotBelievers and the five wise virgins are the Believers - it leaves us with more questions than answers.  Is Jesus really saying we shouldn’t share?  He was the one who said, “give to everyone who begs from you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you” and “If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor.”

A Parable is a story with a moral or religious lesson.  But there is a lot more to them.  Parables are ultimately about God’s truth - disruptive, surprising, painful and freeing truth.  This is why Jesus said, “you will know the truth and the truth will set you free” instead of “you will know the parables and they will set you free.”

Could you use a little good news today to set you free?  I know I could.  So let’s see what Jesus is trying to tell us.  And I don’t think we will need a secret decoder ring, Google translate or even a theology professor to find the truth.  But we are going to have to some work. 

The foolish bridesmaids were not foolish because they didn't bring extra oil or because they fell asleep.  If I make this the meaning of the story - what you hear is to never sleep and always make sure you have a Costco size container of oil for your lamp.  If you are an unorganized person - I just heaped a bunch of guilt and “to do” stuff on you - adding to your already overwhelmed life.  If you are a super organized person - I gave you a checklist that once checked off makes you think you’ve done everything Jesus expects.  “Five gallons of oil in the cupboard, Alexa reminders every hour to keep watch” - done and done.  Jesus loves me.
I don’t want to add anything more to your schedule - nor do I want to lull you into a false sense of security. So, what made them foolish?  

In ancient wedding ceremonies the bridesmaids had a special job.  The groom would march from his Father’s house with his bestmen to get his bride.  The bridesmaids were stationed near the bride’s home, waiting to catch sight of him so they could warn the bride it was time.  Then they, along with the groomsmen, who had their own lamps, would light the path to the ceremony.  All simple enough.
Back to the characters.  Jesus is the Groom.  The groomsmen and bridesmaids are the world.  And the oil is faith.  That is the only thing that makes sense since the groom said, “go away - I don’t know you” which are the same words the King says later in this chapter to the people who did not “give him food to eat when he was hungry, water when he was thirsty, welcome him even though he was a stranger, visit him in prison or clothe him when he was naked.”  In other words - they claimed to have faith - but faith is a verb - not a noun - so it is not enough to just say “I believe.”  Your faith is to be lived out.

Here is the twist.  In Revelation 22, as God welcomes His people into heaven, one of the things He points out is, “they will not need the light of a lamp, for the Lord God, Himself, will give them light.”

Mashing these parables together - this is what we get:  the bridesmaids are waiting for the groom - it’s been a long life and they fall asleep.  Someone notices the groom approaching.  It’s midnight - very dark even if they were practicing Daylight Savings Time.  They all jump up and trim their wicks for maximum light.  But here we need to stop and ask, how did someone see the groom approaching?  If it’s O’DarkThirty - how did they see the groom - unless His groomsmen also had lamps.  Hold on to that thought for a minute. 

Five of the bridesmaids realize they don’t have enough oil.  This is where we do another mashup with other parable.  If the oil is just oil - then the parable is about Costco sized refills.  But if the oil is really faith - and these bridesmaids suddenly realize they, “didn’t feed Jesus, give Him water, clothe Him, visit Him, invite Him in” - it means they need to quickly go out and do a bunch of stuff to earn enough faith to light the path.  Except you can’t earn faith - especially at midnight.  They are foolish because they are running around trying to do something that can’t be done.

This takes us to the wise bridesmaids - who were seemingly rude and very NotChristian when they said, “there may not be enough for all of us - you need to go and get your own.”  I have to correct Jesus - it’s not “there may not be” it is “there cannot be.”  I cannot believe for you.  I cannot give you my faith.  We use the term, “share our faith” - but we’re not really sharing it as in me believing for you.  We put our faith out there for people to see - but no one can give you a faith infusion.  

There is an old intercessory prayer that says, “we must believe for them until they find their own faith.”  And it means we hold to the faith - we hold to the cross and empty tomb - we hold to the promise that one day there will be “no more tears or death or disease” - and we hold it up by the way we live - the way we talk - the way we worship - so others see Jesus in and through us.  It doesn’t mean we don’t have doubts or fears or hurts or pains - but we hold to the promise God made at our baptism.
   
What God asks of us is to know we need Him.  We should never be ashamed of asking God over and over again for forgiveness, strength, healing, life.  We can’t rely on someone living our life for us - believing for us - but we can lean on them when the darkness closes in.

Light and darkness are a recurring theme in the Bible.  Unless you have lived in the country - and I mean way out in the country - you don’t know what it’s like to be surrounded by darkness.  The darkness can’t hurt you - but things in the darkness can.  You stumble in the dark.  You lose your way in the dark.  You get scared in the dark.  You get swallowed up by the dark.

If you have ever been in a house, apartment or office when the power went out - you know what it feels like when the lights don’t immediately come back on.  Most of us are like the five foolish virgin’s here - we meant to get more batteries or make sure there was a flashlight we could find - but if wishes were fishes...  

The Prophet Isaiah talks about what it’s like for those who “dwell in deep darkness.”  A darkness where nobody can see.  It’s so dark you can’t see where you are standing at the moment - or where you need to go.  Darkness is what our newspapers and Social Media and TV shows are about. Darkness fills the skies and night. If we are people who pray, darkness is what most of our prayers are about.  If we do not pray, it is because we don’t think there is anything that can conquer the darkness.

If the oil is faith and faith is oil - it means we are the light that God sends into a very dark world.  The smallest of kindnesses is a very bright light when the darkness is deep.  And this is why the groom sends the five foolish bridesmaids away and says, “I don’t know you!”  They have no light in them.  

Each baptism at Our Savior ends the same way.  We light a candle and hand it to the mom or dad.  “Jesus is the light of the world - but when He left to go back to heaven He said, ‘now you are the light of the world - let your light so shine that they can see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven.’ ”  We remind this tiny baby they are God’s light - their life is to be lived so other people can see in the darkness.

We can't see light itself. We can only see what light reflects off of.  When Jesus says He is the Light of the World - He is saying in and through Him we can finally see what we have been hoping to see our whole life.  We can see where we are standing.  We may only be able to see a few feet in front of us - but it a few feet more than we could see before. And most importantly we can see there is a path - a path that leads away from the darkness and toward Him who is The Light.

The five foolish bridesmaids always meant to let their light shine - to have enough faith to “clothe the naked, feed the hungry, welcome strangers, give a cup of cold water to someone who is thirsty” but there was so much else to do - so many distractions.  And when the groom was late they were so tired from all their distractions they took a short nap - they thought they had so much more time - and then, there He was.

This is a tough parable.  It means Jesus is being honest - there are people out there who think of themselves as believers - but they aren’t.  They have all the actions down pat, they own a Bible and go to church on Christmas - but it’s not enough.  Faith is a noun not a verb.

All those things - “giving food to the hungry, water to the thirsty, welcoming strangers, visiting those in prison, clothing the naked” -   don’t lead to faith - they are the result of faith.  It’s not enough to be “near” Jesus.  In 2 Corinthians 13:5 St. Paul says, “Examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test yourselves. Do you not realize that Christ Jesus is in you - unless, of course, you fail the test?”

In John 14, Jesus says, “Because I live, you also will live. On that day you will realize that I am in my Father, and you are in Me, and I am in you. Whoever has My commands and obeys them, he is the one who loves Me.”  

It is and always has been about love.  We do what we do because we love Jesus - and if we love Jesus we love those Jesus came to save. 

Faith is a choice.  We do not choose Jesus - but each day we do choose how will live and love.  None of us knows “the hour” - and this doesn’t mean we should run off and join a monastery or nunnery - but it may mean we should spend just a little more time figuring out how we might live out our faith - not because it will make us more saved - but so we might not be foolish with what God has given us.  We cannot believe for anyone else - but we can bring light into the darkness so they can see - and maybe, just maybe it will be enough for them to decide to let their light shine - in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
