11-9-08 Sermon
26th Sunday of Pentecost

Matthew 25:1-13

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

Wise and foolish.
Prepared and unprepared.

Keeping our lamps filled with oil.
We are reminded once again, in this transitional time of the year that wisdom and preparedness go hand in hand.

From the furnace in your home if you are a homeowner to the oil and antifreeze in your car if you are a car owner to the shovels and snow blower in your garage to taking out your winter clothes and cleaning them and hanging them up in the closet – there are seasonal things we do to get ready for what is about to come.
Much of life is about getting ready for the next thing.

If you are a parent – each stage of life your children go through is preparation for the next stage in life they will go through.

If you are a son or a daughter, we try and prepare and get ready for what our parents will be going through as they get older and older.

Effective and healthy organizations do the same thing. They use the gift of wisdom to prepare for what next – whatever that might be.

In today’s parable, we hear that the kingdom of heaven will be like this. Ten bridesmaids took their lamps and went to meet the bridegroom. 2Five of them were foolish, and five were wise. 3When the foolish took their lamps, they took no oil with them; 4but the wise took flasks of oil with their lamps.
Even by today’s standards of excess when it comes to weddings, 10 bridesmaids is a lot and their job was to meet the bridegroom and escort him to the wedding banquet. And they aren’t told when he will arrive – they are promised he will show up – they assume he will show up. After all, what kind of a bridegroom wouldn’t show up for the wedding banquet?
10 bridesmaids – each one has a lamp – each lamp filled with oil. 

5 bring the lamp filled with oil. 

5 bring the lamp filled with oil and they also bring a flask with more oil.

5 are foolish.

5 are wise.

5 are unprepared.

5 are prepared.

What about the oil?
It seems to be an important part of the parable.

The bridegroom is delayed and when it is announced that he is coming the bridesmaids light their lamps in order to welcome him and go to the banquet.
5 are prepared with extra oil – they light their lamps and go to the banquet.

5 are unprepared and they run out of oil – they scramble to get more and miss the banquet.

What about the oil? 

It is a critical part of being prepared for the coming of the bridegroom.

No oil – no light.
In fact, you could have the most beautiful lamp in the world – well designed – well built – attractive – the envy of other lamp owners.

But if there is no oil for the lamp – there will be no light; just a cold, empty beautiful lamp.

I’ve been thinking about this a lot lately as it relates to Augustana. We have been told the building will be done next Friday and except for the dividers in the new fellowship hall and a check through the whole project to make sure everything is correct called a punch list – it will be finished.
And as we can all see it has been beautifully done. Superb space.

But if we don’t have oil what we will have here at Augustana is just a fancier coffin.

If we don’t have oil, how will it be possible for the light of the world to be revealed in our midst and in our lives?

Without oil all we have is form without substance.

Without oil all we have is chaff without the wheat.

Without oil all we have are wineskins empty of wine.

Matthews says it another way in chapter 5;

“You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hid. No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven.
The oil is important and in today’s parable it is an indictor of being prepared and ready for the bridegroom. And it is not just about disaster training. 
We all know what that is – faith active and present when our world comes apart and disaster strikes and we are engulfed in darkness.
But is also about being prepared for;

 joy
celebration
the wedding banquet.

What is it about faith that prepares us for joy?

What kind of oil is present in our lives and in our faith communities that lights this flame of joy and celebration as we prepare and get ready for the arrival of the bridegroom?

I have to be honest with you and tell you that I am not always sure where this kind of oil comes from or what it looks like but I always see the results. You can tell when it is there.
The lamp is lite and the oil burns and the light shines – like a city on a hill for all to see.

A letter arrives on my desk from a parishioner who says among other things, ‘I love my church, it means a lot to me to worship in a beautiful structure.’
Oil in the lamp.

Hundreds and hundreds of families and individuals fill out a spiritual gifts inventory and in the midst of serious economic times a faith commitment card so we can plan for 2009.

Oil in the lamp.

Parents who make the serious and important decision to baptize a child knowing there will be a place for that child to learn about the bridegroom and be ready for when he comes.

Oil in the lamp.

· Talking to strangers and welcoming them into our midst.

· Sunday school children who can’t wait to come on Sunday mornings. 
· High school aged young people who show up on Wednesdays to hang out in a coffee shop and sing and play bells.
· A hot dish delivered 
· A ride given 
· Help with groceries or rent or medical bills 
· Sitting down with an elder person and helping with budgeting and finances.

· A woman sitting quietly in a chair, praying and knitting a prayer shawl that will cover the shoulders of a person in need of prayer.
Oil in the lamps.

Individual Christians and a church that takes seriously the call to deny self - take up the cross and follow Jesus will always have enough oil. 
And the bridegroom will arrive – lamps filled with oil will be lit. 
And the wedding banquet will begin and joy will fill our hearts and the light of the world will be revealed. 
I don’t fully understand it but it is all part of a grand plan filled with the wisdom of God. 

· A plan to be prepared in the midst of the ordinary 

· In the daily rhythm of life 

· Staying awake 

· Staying alert 

· Living faithfully
· Loving joyfully
· Serving with lamps filled with oil and lit for the coming bridegroom.

Amen
