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Proper 27 Year A 
Nov. 12, 2017 
St. James, Wheat Ridge 
 
By the Rev. Becky Jones 
 
It was a glorious, unseasonably warm day in December, 1985,  
and I was thrilled as I could be  
because I was going to the Bronco game that day.  
We were playing our arch-enemy, the Los Angeles Raiders.  
 
I was still new to Denver,  
having moved here just a few months earlier.  
What did I know about the changeability of Denver weather?  
When I left my apartment that morning,  
it was warm and sunny.  
I wore only a light jacket.  
It was 65 degrees at kickoff, and our seats were in the sunshine.  
For much of the afternoon I was comfortable in shirt sleeves.  
 
But as the game wore on, the temperature started dropping.  
By halftime, I had my jacket back on again.  
By the third quarter, I was shivering,  
despite all the hot chocolate I was drinking to get warm.   
 
In the 4th quarter, it started snowing.  
People all around us were pulling out their blankets,  
their gloves,  
their winter coats.  
My friend and I sat there in our thin jackets,  
bemoaning our lack of foresight.  
We were freezing and miserable,  
but the game was so close, we decided to stick it out.  
There were only a couple of minutes left.  
 
Then the game went into overtime.  
By then it was snowing heavily.  
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By the time we finally got to our car,  
we were both human popsicles.  
Our fingers would barely move,  
and I couldn’t even feel my toes.  
It seemed like it took forever to get warm again,  
because that cold had sunk so deeply into my bones.  
I’m surprised I didn’t come down with pneumonia. 
 
But I learned my lesson.  
I never again got fooled into believing  
that just because a day in Denver started off warm and sunny,  
it would stay that way.  
I learned how to prepare for Broncos games.  
Always bring a blanket, gloves, a hat with ear flaps,  
and a thermos with a little something in it to help ward off the cold.  
Always listen to KOA.  
And don’t EVER leave the game early,  
because when John Elway is your quarterback,  
you never know what might happen in the fourth quarter.  
 
That one lesson, so miserably learned in 1985,  
served me well through many Bronco seasons to come.  
Be prepared for changing conditions.  
And be prepared for overtime,  
because we never really know at what hour the game is going to end.  
 
I think that’s the same lesson Jesus was trying to teach his followers  
with the parable of the Wise and Foolish Bridesmaids.  
 
He’s telling his followers about the Kingdom of Heaven,  
and warning them not to presume too much.  
“Keep awake,” he says,  
“for you know neither the day nor the hour.” 
 
Ironically, keeping awake  
is something NONE of those bridesmaids in the parable can do.  
Neither the foolish nor the wise ones.  
They all doze off at some point in the night.  
But the problems in this parable don’t end there.  
There are other details that leave us troubled.  
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And that’s okay,  
because the point of a parable is to leave us slightly unsettled. 
  
Take, for instance, the behavior of the wise bridesmaids.  
I know we’re supposed to be like them,  
to plan ahead.  
But honestly, I don’t want to be like those smart-alecs,  
who send their less-wise sisters out in the middle of the night  
to try to find a 7-Eleven that sells lamp oil.  
They may be wise, but I don’t think they’re very nice.  
 
I would like this parable a whole lot better  
if the wise bridesmaids agreed there was plenty of oil for everybody  
if they all just shared.  
Or if, at the very least, they had said  
“Don’t worry. My lamp is putting out enough light for two people.  
Come stand next to me, and we’ll go in together.” 
 
I mean, after all, doesn’t Matthew also quote Jesus as saying  
“Give to everyone who begs from you,  
and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you.” 
 
So there’s that. 
 
And then there’s this whole business about the door being closed  
by the time they get back with more oil,  
and knocking  
and the bridegroom saying “Go away. I don’t know you!” 
 
How does this fit with Jesus teaching us that  
“everyone who asks receives,  
and everyone who searches finds,  
and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened.” 
 
So inside are a group who refused to do what Jesus taught  
– to share generously –  
and outside is a group knocking on the door,  
which Jesus said would be opened.  
But it’s not.  
How do we make sense of this situation?  
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I have thought and thought and thought about this this week.  
I’ve pondered just what it means to stay awake  
and to be prepared. 
 I’ve thought about wisdom and foolishness  
and oil that runs out  
and doors that are locked versus doors that are open. 
 
Just this week at St. James 
we had a door that was inexplicably left unlocked when the last person left. 
That’s never supposed to happen.  
But it did. 
And in the middle of the night, 
two kids came to that door, nearly frozen, seeking shelter. 
They rang the doorbell, but no one was here.  
Then they tried the door, and it opened for them. 
And they spent the night huddled in the warmth and safety of our bathroom. 
I still don’t know what to make of that.  
On the one hand, I’m appalled at this breach of security. 
On the other hand, I’m so relieved that door was open for them. 
 
I’ve thought about all this  
in light of the terrible shootings  
at First Baptist Church in Sutherland Springs, Texas,  
which left half the congregation dead 
and the other half wounded.. 
And I’ve questioned what, if anything,  
that congregation could have done to prepare for that.  
What could any of us do?  
How can we open our doors to the lost who need us,  
while locking out those who wish to do us harm? 
 
So I don’t really know how to smooth over  
all the things about this parable  
that make me uncomfortable.  
All I can do is to recognize  
that there are many uncomfortable things in Scripture, as in life;  
things that seem to contradict each other;  
paradoxical things that must be held in tension.  
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On the one hand  
we have the reassuring promise of God’s unending love for us  
and God’s steadfast mercy and forgiveness  
held in tension  
with the warning that there will come a day of judgment,  
a time when we will be held accountable.  
 
On the one hand,  
we have Christ’s undeniable command  
that we share what we have and seek the common good  
held in tension  
with the obvious necessity of personal responsibility,  
and accepting the consequences of our mistakes,  
of our failure to bring enough oil.  
 
On the one hand we want safety and security,  
and on the other hand we have Jesus teaching us  
by his own life and example  
not to resist an evildoer,  
but to love and pray for even our worst enemy.  
 
So what ARE we to do?  
How DO we ensure that when Jesus the Bridegroom  
comes to proclaim the Kingdom of Heaven,  
we’ll be ready?  
What does readiness even look like?  
 
I don’t know,  
but I think the answer may lie in another door, 
a door we’re told about in the 27th chapter of Matthew.  
It was the door to Jesus’ tomb,  
a great stone that Joseph of Arimethea rolled over the opening,  
a barrier between the living and the dead.  
That’s also a door that no amount of pleading will open. 
 
Yet when Mary Magdalene visited the tomb on Easter morning,  
that stone was rolled away,  
that door was open.  
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You see, I think it’s not really the oil that matters.  
It’s not the knocking on the door.  
It’s not even staying awake that makes the difference.  
It’s nothing we do or don’t do.  
It is Jesus himself who makes the difference,  
Jesus himself who opens the door,  
who reawakens us,  
who invites us in to share in the eternal banquet. 
 
And as with so many things in life,  
timing is everything.  
With every moment that passes,  
we can sense a ticking of the clock  
or the closing of certain doors.  
That means that NOW is the time for us to live our faith.  
Now is the time for us to light our lamps.  
 
This is less about preparing for some future heavenly banquet,  
and more about taking part in the banquet  
that is going on all around us right now.  
It’s less about staying awake  
for something that may be a long time in coming,  
and more about not dozing off  
in the middle of a party we’ve already come to.  
It’s less about waiting for the Kingdom to come  
and more about building up the Kingdom that is here right now.  
 
It’s about keeping our lamp lit with the fuel of faith,  
and not giving up and heading for the exit too early.  
 
I know that some of us here may feel like  
we are deep in the fourth quarter of life.  
But we need to be prepared for changing conditions. 
We need to be prepared for overtime. 
With Jesus Christ as our quarterback,  
you never know WHAT will happen in the 4th quarter.  
Amen.  


