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Wisdom 6:12-16; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; Matthews 25:1-13; Psalm 63, My soul thirsts for You, O God.


 It’s a pretty safe bet that whenever Jesus tells a parable, while he might be referring to this person or that person – the unjust steward, the workers in the vineyard, the Pharisees & the scribes, the prodigal son & his older brother he’s talking about the movements of grace that exist within each one of us. In these parables, Jesus – who is always the Eastern, Semitic, Wisdom Teacher – is always inviting us (as his hearers) to see ourselves. In his parables, Jesus tells us these great, archetypal stories that challenge us to look deep inside ourselves and see how we respond to God’s invitation to participate in the on-going evolution of the universe by attending to our own spiritual evolution. 

Just over the past few weeks, we’ve heard Gospel stories about the steward whose debt was forgiven, but who couldn’t offer that same forgiveness to a fellow servant. We’ve heard the parable of the workers in the field who couldn’t allow the owner of the field to be generous with fellow workers. There were the two sons who responded to their father’s request in different ways, the one who said “yes, yes” and did nothing, and the other who said “no, no” but eventually did just as his farther requested. We’ve heard Jesus telling parables that have invited us to ask ourselves am I more or less forgiving of others, knowing how much God has forgiven me? Am I more or less generous with others, knowing how generous God has been with me? Am I more or less obedient to the word of God, and do my actions match my words?

In each of these stories, Jesus sets up these dualities – there’s this servant & that servant; there’s this worker & that worker; there’s this brother & that brother.  And in these stories, these parables, Jesus teaches us that these dualities exist within each one of us; they’re just a part of being human. In the parables that he tells, Jesus lets us know that he knows that our lives are a constant struggle, that we are constantly pulled and tugged in two opposite directions by what St. Ignatius calls “our internal spirits.” And Jesus teaches us, in these parables, how to discern what’s good and what’s evil, and how to move always in the direction of the good.

So today, we hear yet another one of these parables where Jesus sets up an internal duality for us to think about. This time, it’s the story of wise and foolish wedding attendants. In the story there are ten of them, all of them what we might call bridesmaids, or close friends of the bride. In the Jewish culture of their time, their job is to wait on the road for the groom to show up on his way to the feast at the home of the bride. And when he shows up, they’re supposed to make a clear, bright path for him so he can be sure to find his bride.  

So, all ten of the bridesmaids take their lamps out with them on the road, and all their lamps are filled with oil. But only five of them take some extra oil just in case they need it. The groom gets delayed, maybe by a bachelor party, and all the bridesmaids fall asleep waiting for him. When he finally shows up, they all wake up. 

And here is where the parable gets a little harsh. Because by now, all the original oil in all their lamps has been used up. And only the five wise attendants brought along any extra to re-light their lamps. So, the five not-so-wise ask the five wise to share. And the answer is NO. Go find a WAWA and buy yourselves some extra. So off go the unwise bridesmaids. Meanwhile, the groom is escorted to the feast, and arrives safely on a bright & well-lit path. The doors are closed behind him.  And by the time the unwise bridesmaids get there, no one knows who they are.

Again, on the surface of things, the story seems a little harsh. Surely any of us in a similar situation would think that it would be kind, compassionate, and even Christian to loan our oil to those in need. But remember – this is the parable of the Wise Wedding Attendants, not necessarily the Kind & Compassionate Ones. One scripture scholar has suggested that maybe the five wise bridesmaids knew that dividing up five portions of oil among ten people would mean that each individual light would be less bright; and since their job was to make a bright path for the groom, they wouldn’t want that light dimmed, so they didn’t dilute and share their oil. Another interpretation of their wisdom is that they knew that oil divided among ten people would run out more quickly than oil shared by just five … and so they didn’t share, so as not to run out. 

But no matter their motivation, this remains a parable about wisdom … and Jesus tells us, once again, there are different spirits moving within us, what we might call different psychological pulls and tugs, and our responsibility is always to discern the one that represents what God is truly calling us to do … even if at times it feels, like this parable, a little harsh.

Any parent who’s ever had to deal with an addicted child knows that compassion is not always in the service of wisdom. Any woman who’s ever left an abusive spouse knows that in the face of domestic violence, loving kindness is not wisdom. Anyone in recovery in any 12-step program knows that kindness can be just another word for co-dependence, and there is no wisdom in that. Yes, we are to live lives of Loving Kindness … but Loving Kindness is not always to be our default position. Wisdom is. Let me repeat that, for it’s the essence of the parable we heard today: As human beings, Loving Kindness is not meant to be our default position. Wisdom is.  Jesus tells us in this parable today First of all, be wise. Be conscious. Be present in the moment. Take the time to discern the spirits at work in you. Discern God’s will for you in every moment of your life. Only then should you act. Even kindness can be an unwise, knee-jerk response … which it would have been for these five bridesmaids, and it often is for us.

     Of course, being as wise as we can be as often as we can be is a tall order for anyone! We may well ask where is all this wisdom going to come from? Discernment of wisdom in all our actions, at the level of everyday living can seem overwhelming. And yet, God promises us that wisdom, and the promise couldn’t be clearer than what we heard in today’s first reading. 

Remember that this reading is from the Book of Wisdom, the last book to be written in the Hebrew Bible, completed maybe 50 or so years before the time of Christ. So, in terms of our salvation history, the Book of Wisdom is a relatively modern book, with a message that assures us that we can be wise. As Richard Rohr and others suggest, as human beings our higher faculties have developed as we have moved from the accumulation of information to knowledge to understanding to wisdom. This very modern Book of Wisdom assures of this process. 

Wisdom – the very Spirit of God – actually desires to move in and through us. Wisdom seeks us out. Wisdom is always available to us. All we must do is to desire Her. As God tells us in this Book of Wisdom – seek out Wisdom, watch for Her at dawn, keep vigil for Her sake, and Wisdom will make Herself known to us. 

As the psalmist prays in today’s psalm, if we have a soul that thirsts for Wisdom, Wisdom will appear on our path. We will find that She’s been actually been waiting for us all along, desiring us long before we ever desired Her.  All that’s required to live Wisdom in our lives is that we remember to desire Her. 

And when we desire Wisdom, there She will be, and that’s God’s promise to us! – helping us to pause for prayer before we act, making sure that what we do is always for the greatest good of all, every bit as present to us in our daily discernments, as She was present in Jesus’ parable for those five very, very wise & discerning bridesmaids. 
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