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“Tending God’s Light”
1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 & Matthew 25:1-13
Several years ago Charlie made five stone lamps for Advent – the time of year when we prepare to remember and celebrate the birth of the Christ Child.  It is a time of anticipation.

We still have those lamps.  One of the lamps has been in almost constant use since they were all made.  Each Sunday the light from the stone lamp you see on the altar is what is used to light our altar candles.  That light is what also is used to light the altar candles during wedding ceremonies as well as memorial services for those who have died.
Each week someone checks to make certain that there is enough oil in the lamp.  I try to reassure myself that someone is tending to the lamp, but I almost always find myself lifting the stone cap just to make certain the reservoir is filled with enough oil to last for two hours.  
God forbid that the oil would run out.  It would be like watching the Olympic flame extinguish itself before the end of the games.
he parable of the ten bridesmaids who took their lamps to meet the bridegroom makes sense to me when I think about how important it is for us to tend to our own stone lamp.  We need to be ready and prepared lest we find ourselves foolish rather than wise.
When Jesus challenged the disciples to consider matters of faith he often told parables.  This was especially true when those who were a part of the early Christian communities asked:  “What will the kingdom of heaven be like?”
In the parable Jesus responds by saying, “The kingdom of heaven will be like this.”

In seeking to understand the meaning of the parable of the ten bridesmaids, it is helpful to know that tradition required the bridegroom to arrive at the home of the bride’s family, claim the bride, and take her to his own house.  The bridesmaids waited at the groom’s house, ready to welcome the couple and to celebrate their new beginning.
Waiting for the bridegroom meant being prepared, not merely passing time.  In the parable, some of the bridesmaids neglected their oil lamps.  It is said that a trimmed wick ensured maximum light and minimum smoke.  Constant attention to the lamps ensured the light would be available when required.

Five of the bridesmaids were foolish.  They took their lamps but no extra oil.  The other five were wise and they brought extra oil with them.  Together they all waited and waited and then fell asleep.  

When the time came for their lamps to be lit -  Auwë! – the foolish bridesmaids had no more oil. “Pio the light,” our kupuna would say.   “No more oil.  No more light.”
What is it that the writer of The Gospel According to Matthew wanted to convey to his readers?
Some say that Matthew was concerned about divisions within the church in or near Antioch around CE 90 and so he sought to protect them from dangers that threatened from within.  In our reading from The First Letter of Paul to the Thessalonians, it is not the internal conflicts that distressed Paul around CE 50 but persecution by forces external to the church in Thessalonica.

Others say that within the context of The Gospel According to Matthew, the parable of the ten bridesmaids is a story about being prepared to face God’s final judgment at the end of time.  The bridegroom is Christ, coming as judge and dividing not simply outsiders, but also his own followers into two groups (Matthew 25:32).  (Seasons of the Spirit, Congregational Life-Pentecost 2, RCL Year A, September 7 to November 23, 2008, page 88)
Whatever the case may be, Matthew and Paul offered hope to those in the early church who found themselves threatened and persecuted.  Many struggled to understand how it was that the kingdom of heaven would come to pass in the midst of chaos.
Some said the kingdom of heaven was near (Matthew 4:17, 10:7; Mark 1:15, Luke 10:9, 11).  Others prayed for its coming (Matthew 6:10; Luke 11:2).  Others believed that it would come within the lifetime of some who heard Jesus (Matthew 16:28; Mark 9:1; Luke 9:27; Matthew 24:32-36; Mark 13:28-32; Luke 21:29-33).  Many others concluded that Jesus believed the kingdom was already present in some way (Mark 4:30-32; Matthew 13:33, 12:28; Luke 11:20, 13:20-21, 17:20-21).  (Harper’s Bible Dictionary, Harper & Row, Publishers, San Francisco, 1985, page 528)
Matthew sought to keep those who were in the early church grounded in their faith in Jesus Christ.  So the parable of the ten bridesmaids speaks to being ready whenever the kingdom of heaven comes in its fullness.  It is near.  It is present.  It is yet to be.
The parable of the ten bridesmaids is about tending the light of God that is within each of us.  There will come a time and moment in all of our lives when each of us will be asked to give an account for the hope that is within each of us.  We must be vigilant.   We must be constantly alert.  We must be ready.  (The Jerome Biblical Commentary, Prentice-Hall, Inc., Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, 1968, page 106)   
We must tend to the things that sustain and nurture our faith.  We must tend to the ministry and service to which God calls us.  
As we look at the world around us today it is difficult not to feel discouraged.  We seem to be constantly at war with one another over religious, social, economic, and political differences.  The divisions appear in our communities, schools, and churches and even in our own families.
It is into this messy and broken world that God continues to come to us with light to break through the darkness; with hope to break through our despair; and with love to break through our fears.  All through the week I've been listening to Amy Hanaialiÿi's new compact disk, ÿAumakua.  Among the songs she recorded is her arrangement of "Have You Ever Seen the Rain?"

The lyrics include the following:  

Someone told me long ago

There's a calm before the storm

I know it, it's been coming for sometime.

When it's over so they say,

it'll rain a sunny day.

I know it, shining down like water.

I want to know have ever seen the rain?

I want to know have you ever seen the rain

coming down on a sunny day?

If you have then you know such is the kingdom of heaven.
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