Sunday, November 12, 2017
23 Sunday after Pentecost – Proper 27 (Year A)
Joshua 24.1‐3a, 14‐25; 1 Thessalonians 4.13‐18; Matthew 25.1‐13
The Rev. Michael K. Fincher
rd

The readings appointed for the Sundays in November deal with “endings” – as we move toward
the conclusion of the liturgical year and prepare for the season of Advent in just a few weeks.
The Old Testament reading from Book of Joshua is part of Joshua’s farewell address to the
people of Israel. Moses has led the Israelites through the wilderness to the Promise Land. He
was not, however, the one to lead them into the Promised Land. That job fell to Joshua, who
actually brought the people into Canaan. It was Joshua who oversaw their efforts to take
control of the land, as promised by God. Now someone else needs to lead them as they settle in
and establish a new life for themselves. As he prepares for his own death, Joshua addresses the
people, reminding them of what God has done for them over the last 40 plus years. Reminding
them of their covenant with God. Reminding them that they need to keep going. Reminding
them that in order to do that, they must continually obey God.
The Epistle reading from the First Letter to the Thessalonians provides Paul’s response to
members of a newly forming Christian community who are concerned about the end of the
ages. About the Second Coming of Christ. They have concerns as to whether those who have
already died will be resurrected when Christ does come again. Paul assures them that those
who have gone before will indeed by resurrected into the fullness of the glory that Christ has
promised for all believers.
And then the Gospel reading from Matthew provides Jesus’ teaching about the need to
continually remain vigilant and to be prepared for his Second Coming at the end of the ages. A
message that is given during his final week of life, as he awaits his arrest, trial, and crucifixion.
The parable we hear today is one of three about the end times, in response to the disciples’
questions of when and what would be the signs of Jesus’ returning at the end of the age (Mt
24.3). The specific details of the story reflect the wedding customs of Palestine at that time. On
the day of the wedding – or more appropriately, the date appointed for the wedding contract –
the groom would go with some of his friends to take the bride from her family’s home to his
own. This usually happened at night. The symbolic act of marriage was the return home of the
groom with his bride, and was the beginning of a festive celebration that lasted several days.
Bridesmaids – young women from both families – would attend the bride on this journey. They
would wait with lamps to light the way for the bridegroom to make the journey back to his
home with his bride. In Jesus’ parable, we hear of ten bridesmaids waiting to accompany the
wedding party. For whatever reason, the groom is delayed in arriving, and the lamps
presumably have been burning for some time in anticipation of his arrival. When he finally does
arrive, it is apparent that more oil would be needed for the lamps to remain lit throughout the
journey back to the groom’s home. Five of the bridesmaids are wise and brought extra oil, just
in case. But five are foolish. They don’t think to bring extra oil. While they go to get the oil they
need, the bridegroom comes, gets his bride, and travels back home to begin the celebration.

When the five foolish bridesmaids finally get to the groom’s home for the celebration, the party
is already in full swing and they are not admitted. Harsh, but undoubtedly done for effect to
make the point of the parable.
For Matthew’s post‐Resurrection community, the bridegroom is the Risen Christ, whose return
in glory is expected at any time. The wedding imagery suggests that his return would be cause
for joyous celebration, not dread and sorrow. But that those who follow Christ must be
prepared for his coming at any moment. Because if they have not prepared properly, they will
miss out. Or, in other words, waiting until the last minute to prepare for the Second Coming is
not sufficient to insure entry into the Kingdom. So, we must prepare now, and stay prepared.
Even so, there was a sense of anxiety about when this would happen. Even though Jesus
repeatedly told his followers that we won’t know when he would return until it actually
happens, the early Church was almost obsessive in its concern about Christ’s Second Coming –
as evidenced by the disciples questioning of Jesus, and the Thessalonian’s concern about who
would be included in the resulting resurrection.
In our own time, we do not seem to be so concerned with when the Second Coming will occur.
Certainly, some individuals may be. But as a whole, the Church, or at least our branch of it, does
not obsess about such concerns. The only time we really even discuss the Second Coming is
when we hear readings such as those from today, at the end of the liturgical year and during
Advent. Although, maybe we should spend more time thinking about it. Maybe we should
spend more time on the eventual Second Coming. Particularly emphasizing the importance of
being prepared for that eventuality.
While we don’t continually talk about this except at particular times of the year, I like to think
it’s because we take Christ’s promises to heart. And as a result, we seek to be prepared on a
daily basis so that no matter when Jesus does come again, we are indeed ready.
Our reading from Joshua dovetails nicely with the New Testament readings. While Joshua is not
about the end times or the Second Coming, it is about the ongoing life of the community and
how they are to continue in their life and ministry together. Namely, that they are to be faithful
and obedient to God. Or, as Matthew tells us, to be prepared.
In light of this (pun definitely intended), what does the parable of the ten bridesmaids with
their lamps – some burning brightly and some burned out – mean in our ongoing life of faith?
What does it mean to keep our lamps trimmed? What does it mean to have plenty of oil to
keep the lamps burning?
As I thought about all of this, my mind and my heart kept being pulled back to the events of this
past week, and even those of the last few months.
The horrific mass shooting last week at First Baptist Church in Sutherland Springs, Texas, where
a deeply troubled soul entered the church during morning worship, firing over 400 bullets,
killing 26 parishioners and wounding 20 others. While a highly unlikely event for any church, it
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is one that hits a little too close to home for those of us who gather together in churches every
week.
Or a month ago, when a crazed gunman shot up a concert in Las Vegas, killing 59 people and
wounding 441 others.
Or in the last several months, Hurricanes Harvey, Irma, and Maria, wreaking havoc through the
Caribbean and the Southern part of the United States. Causing significant property damage.
Collectively resulting in 277 fatalities, by official counts. Possibly more due to the lack of
adequate response in some areas such as Puerto Rico.
Or the earthquakes in Mexico, resulting in massive destruction of property, killing 370 people
and injuring over 6,000 more.
Or the wildfires in Sonoma and Napa counties damaging 110,000 acres and destroying 7,000
structures. And closer to home, the fire in Anaheim Hills, burning 9,200 acres and destroying 25
structures.
Not to mention the ever increasing allegations of sexual harassment and abuse against woman,
men, and children that are the focus of news over the last couple of weeks.
This is just within the last couple of months. These are just events that have resulted in loss of
or injury to human life – be it physically, emotionally, or spiritually. And these are just the major
news events in our own part of the world.
During the past few months, I have at times found myself getting choked up, even brought to
tears, as I listen to the reports of these and many other similar events. My heart going out to
those who are affected and in pain. To those who have lost hope. My heart breaking open to
them and for them. Maybe you have had similar responses to the seemingly constant barrage
of heart‐rending, heart‐breaking, stories.
As I’ve thought and prayed about these events, I realize that my emotional response to them,
that my heart breaking open, are just a fraction of what God must be experiencing at these
newsworthy events. Not to mention the myriad of personal hurts and hopes that all God’s
people experience. Hurts and hopes that many of us experience. Hurts and hopes that never
make it on the nightly news, that are known to God alone. And my heart breaks even more.
And I weep even more.
What does this have to do with being prepared? What does this have to do with a story of five
bridesmaids with their lamps burning while five others are not prepared?
All these events, and so many more point to why we need to be prepared. Our hearts breaking
open upon news of these things point to why we need to be prepared. And that is all wrapped
up in the imagery of the lamp.
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It is about the lamp. It is about each of us who, as followers of Christ, carry a lamp. It is about
how we prepare and maintain our lamp. It is about how we use our lamp. The lamp is an image
for the word of God, with which we see God’s way. And God’s way is all about seeking to help
those who are hurting. About lighting the way for those seeking relief from the pain and
restoration of hope. That is the Gospel. That is why Christ came the first time. That is why Christ
will come again in the fullness of time. To light the way.
For us, the lamp we carry is about devotion to God. Just as Joshua’s devotion to God was not
prompted by a command from God but was rather inspired by the remembrance of God’s
saving actions on Israel’s behalf. Obedience is a response to divine faithfulness. Put in light of
the Gospel for today, it is about being diligent in one’s obedience to our Lord. It is about faithful
obedience to the Gospel. It is about following God’s laws to love God and to love others. It is
about not just keeping our lamp burning in anticipation of the bridegroom’s – of Christ’s –
coming. It is about being the light of the Gospel burning in the darkness of all those hurts and
lost hopes. It is about being a beacon for those who are looking for a place of safety, a place of
respite, amongst the chaos of this world, the chaos of their lives. It is about lighting the way so
that those who are hurting might be bound up and healed. That those who have lost hope,
might find a place of comfort, a place of hope, a place of joy. That healing, joy, hope,
restoration, and nurture might be found at the banquet prepared by our Lord. It is the call to
live each day as though it were our last. Not in fear of the worst. But in the hope for the new
heaven and the new earth that God promises for all his beloved children.
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