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Texts:  Amos 5:18-24; Psalm 70; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; Matthew 25:1-13 

Weddings are among our most cherished and planned for events.
Most of us have had some role 

In planning and carrying out a wedding

Either our own 

Or one for somebody we care about.

Although almost every culture

Has a rite and celebration

Marking the union of husband and wife,

The traditions vary by country, faith and time.

In our culture, the bride is the star of the event.

Most U.S. weddings feature several or more bridesmaids,

Whose job it is to act as attendants for the bride,

Helping her in advance of the big day

And setting the stage for her at the actual wedding ceremony. 

Bridesmaids are usually friends or relatives of the bride,

Or a close female relative of the groom. 

The bridesmaids are supposed to help the bride get ready 

For the big event,

And generally remember all the details 

That she will, presumably, be too nervous
To remember on her own.

Their attire at the ceremony

Reflects the theme of the wedding,
And their procession into the wedding service

Prepares the way for the bride’s trip down the aisle.  

In our culture, if you are a bridesmaid, 

Being ready means making sure that your dress fits properly,

That your shoes match the dress,

And that you have airline tickets

Or other transportation to the wedding. 
You are supposed to help the bride with her hair and nails,

And make sure the bouquets are taken care of.

Most of all preparedness for bridesmaids means

Looking pretty but not so pretty as to upstage the bride.  

The Gospel text from Matthew this week

Is a story about a set of bridesmaids

Both foolish and wise,

Whose job it was to assist, not the bride, but the bridegroom.

Jesus tells this story 

And Matthew records it for his community,
As a way of describing 

What it will be like 

To prepare for the fulfillment of God’s Kingdom.  

Since first century Mediterranean wedding customs

Are very different than our own,

In order to understand this metaphor for kingdom readiness,

It’s helpful to unpack this parable a bit.
A Mediterranean wedding involves multiple days of feasting and partying.

Even today, a wedding in Tunisia lasts seven days.

In Jesus’ time, much of the partying took place

Prior to the actual union of the couple.  

On the night of the actual marriage, 

The groom would go off to the bride’s house,

To bring her to her new home,

Usually within the quarters of her husband’s family.

The bridesmaids’ role 

Was to light the path for the groom

As he brought his bride home.   

When the bridesmaids heard that he was coming,

They would go out with their oil lamps

Providing a festive atmosphere
For the bridegroom’s arrival with his new bride.  

Particularly in the Mediterranean culture,

Where time is much more fluid than in our own,

The time of the groom’s arrival was highly uncertain.  

He might have partied on the way to his bride’s home.

His new in-laws may have had a celebration once he arrived.

Or his bride may have lingered,
Not wishing to rush her departure from her own home.   
In the story that Jesus told in Matthew’s Gospel,

The wise bridesmaids accepted the uncertainty 

In the groom’s arrival time 

And came prepared with extra oil for their lamps,

Even if carrying the oil flask was a bit cumbersome.  

The foolish bridesmaids,

Who perhaps cared a bit too much about their appearance,

Did not bother to drag along a container with extra oil.

They either assumed the groom would come quickly

Or they didn’t take their role, 
As the light for the groom, seriously enough,

To come prepared.
A similar metaphor for our own marriage customs

Would be to see a bridesmaid walking down the aisle

Carrying not just a bouquet, but also a watering can.

If we asked the bridesmaid

Why she was carrying the watering can

She might say,

I’m not sure exactly when the bride is going to arrive,

So I want to make sure that the flowers

Don’t wilt before she comes.  

To understand the significance of this parable 

For both the people in Matthew’s community

And also for ourselves,

We need to think about 
The meaning of this parable as a metaphor

For preparing for the coming of God’s Kingdom

And for the return of Jesus Christ.

Most of the people in Matthew’s community

Were anxiously awaiting Jesus’ return.

Most of them thought that this would occur in their lifetimes,

And they worried about when it would happen,
And what they had to do. 

When Matthew told this parable to his community,

He could see that the uncertainty about the coming

Was driving the people crazy.

Matthew wanted the people around him

To focus on preparedness,
For Christ’s second coming

Rather than on questioning

The time and the place.  

As we, who live 2000 years after Christ’s crucifixion and ascension,
Ponder the meaning in our own lives

Of the coming of the Kingdom

Or the return of the Messiah, Jesus Christ,

We have much to learn from the parable of the bridesmaids,

And what it means to be ready. 

Jesus preached a great deal 
About what the coming of the kingdom means.

Perhaps one of the best images of God’s kingdom 

Is found in the song of Jesus’ mother Mary.
When we sing the Magnificat,

Or Mary’s Song, in our evening prayer services,

We sing the words

“You have scattered the proud in their conceit,

And lifted up the lowly,

You have filled the hungry with good things

And sent the rich away empty.”

They are hard words,

Particularly for those of us 

Who live fairly comfortable lives.

These words cause us to reflect on 

What is important in our own lives,

And what being ready for the kingdom means to us.
Do we care more about image we present,

Or about our responsibilities as a member of a community?

Is our personal status important to us,

Or are we willing to sacrifice to ensure equitable treatment for our neighbors.
Are we looking for unbridled freedom,
Which maximizes our own lifestyle and position,
Or are we willing to work for justice for others.
Metaphorically, using the image of the bridesmaid,

Are we willing to be the awkward  wise bridesmaid,
Prepared for uncertainty,

Burdened with the watering can or dragging an extra oil container.
Or are we content to be the foolish, beautiful, unencumbered attendant,

Who ends up locked out of the party.
In our time and place,

Sitting at the brink of the economic meltdown in which our country is immersed,

Being ready for the coming of God’s kingdom takes on

A very poignant meaning.

Many of our neighbors, and perhaps we ourselves,
Face an uncertain future.  

Are we able to accept that God has invited us to the wedding feast,
Given us a seat at the table and a role in the kingdom?
Accepting the invitation,

Freely offered to us,

Through the grace of God

Changes both our lives and our perspectives.

Once we accept that invitation,

We desire to be ready,

And are transformed by God’s grace.
We are given the faith to believe in God’s kingdom,
And God’s promise of abundance sufficient for our lives.

Luther writes of how faith is a living, busy, active thing.

Faith makes it impossible for us NOT to be doing good works. 
Being a recipient of God’s transforming grace

Demands that we live as if God’s kingdom were here and now.

Living in a state of kingdom readiness

Means living differently than the values taught by our culture.
For example, kingdom economics means

That we are willing to live simply,

So that our neighbors can simply live.

In our current economic environment

That might mean being willing to serve meatloaf for dinner,

Rather than a roast,

So that one our neighbors can have meatloaf

Rather than an empty plate.  

Or it may mean being willing to keep our house at 64 degrees

So that we can help with the fuel bill

Of someone else in this community or congregation.  

It may mean also mean that with God’s abundance,
We are on the receiving end of things,

As part of the equitable re-distribution of God’s resources.   

And dare I even say this in the state of New Hampshire,

But kingdom economics,

May mean that those of us who have decent jobs

May have to pay more taxes,

Or voluntarily give more money to social agencies,
To ensure medical care, food and housing

For those who have none.   

For some of us, this parable and its illusions of readiness

May not sound much like good news.
In our culture, kingdom readiness

Has all the awkwardness of a bridesmaid 

Carrying an oil container down the aisle

But deep down inside we know that there is good news here.

God has graciously invited you to be a bridesmaid in a wedding party,
And given you a role where you will both live in the light

And, in readiness, provide light for the world.

This invitation is given freely,

But accepting the invitation in faith,

Means that you are open to God’s transforming action in your life.

When you let God transform you 
The results are often unpredictable,

And maybe even a bit scary.
After all, in our society, it is scary being the bridesmaid, prepared with the oil can.  

And living in kingdom readiness, by faith,
Is a bit like walking off the end of the high dive.
However, the promise of the kingdom, and what it implies,
Is from the same God who raised God’s son from the dead.
The hope that arises from the resurrection

Provides the assurance that God is truly “God with us,”

And that God will be there with us throughout our attempts at kingdom readiness. 
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