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In the Name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
When I was a freshman in college, one of my favorite courses was astronomy. Even though I was a history major and 
a religion minor, Wake Forest, as a liberal arts college, required all students to take a certain amount of courses 
outside their native area of study. Having taken chemistry, biology, and physics in high school, I jumped at the 
chance to take do something different, so I signed up for astronomy. 
 
It was a blast for a nerdy kid like me. I've always enjoyed the study of planets and stars, and it was fascinating to 
wake up every morning ready to go to a class that was a welcome break from the monotony of history lectures. We 
even got to go up to the roof one night a week to use telescopes in the lab. 
 
I wasn't the only one who liked the class. It was always a full course, and the lectures were held in one of the biggest 
classrooms on campus. However, the room was often next to empty even during class periods regardless of having a 
full list of students. It turns out that astronomy was a favorite course around campus because the professor would 
post his full lectures and powerpoint slides online, therefore making it a really easy class to skip. Sure, you could have 
simply read the lectures on your own time, but in reality, rarely did many of his students ever put in the time to do 
so. 
 
I always wondered how the professor felt about this massive open secret about skipping his class. He was a good 
lecturer, but I always felt bad for him when the lecture hall was practically empty. It was also really strange when 
there were test days -- most days you had a whole row to yourself, but on test days you could barely find a seat 
anywhere. 
 
Were you visiting campus on one of those test days, all you would have seen was a classroom full of students. You'd 
have no way of knowing who were the faithful students and who were those who typically skipped. Those who were 
ready for the test would have looked no different from those who were cramming that very morning. To put it 
another way, you'd have no way of knowing who were the wise and who were the foolish. 
 
I say this not to boost my own academic record but to help us understand Jesus' parable from this morning's Gospel. 
Sometimes the story we've just heard is referred to as the parable of the wise and foolish virgins. As the virgins -- or 
in our translation, the bridesmaids -- come to meet the bridegroom, Jesus tells us right from the start that five were 
wise and five were foolish. Yet to outward appearances, it would've been hard to tell the difference. They would each 
have their dresses on, their hair made up, their makeup ready, and each brought their lamp for the celebration -- the 
only distinction would have been the amount of oil in each lamp. Had they been students in astronomy class, they 
each would have had their laptops, their notebooks, their backpacks, and their pens and pencils. Yet some would 
have studied and been ready for the test while others would have skipped class and been unprepared. 
 
It's at this point in the story where there are some questions of fairness that come into play. There are many readers 
of this parable who commiserate with those who had no oil, and often wonder why those who happen to have extra 
oil are so stingy with the supply that they've brought. Why couldn't those who have extra share with those who have 
none? Doesn't that sound like a good Gospel-centered thing to do? To a degree, it's a fair point. After all, Jesus asks 
his followers to be giving -- at one point during the Sermon on the Mount, he even says "give to anyone who begs of 
you". St. Paul says likewise in his letter to the Philippians: "Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. 
Rather, in humility value others above yourselves". And it's true, charity is a great Christian virtue and something 
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toward which we must all strive. Then why, if all of these things are true, are the wise bridesmaids lauded for not 
sharing their oil? 
 
Like many of Jesus' parables, there are some things to be taken literally and some things which are symbolic of a 
greater truth. Having oil and lamps ready while celebrating and waiting for the bridegroom was a real tradition, and 
indeed, one needed as much oil as possible because it was the tradition for the bridegroom to come at an unexpected 
hour. To give some away would be essentially to lose one's place altogether in the celebration. 
 
But for our hearing of the parable, the oil is a symbol for something greater, here standing in for one's love for and 
relationship with God. Each of us has a unique and personal relationship with God, and each one is as different as we 
are. And yes, it is great to give of our time, talent, and treasure as we've talked about together, but it is impossible to 
donate our faith -- there is no way for my relationship with God to be anyone else's or for anyone else's relationship 
with God to be mine. Were it one minute before my astronomy test and my best friend came to me pleading for me 
to tell him what I knew or to help him study the way I'd studied, I would have nothing to give him -- not because I 
wouldn't want to, but because there would be no way for me to give it. Similarly, our oil, our relationships with 
God, are not transferrable because God knows us each so deeply and personally, and our own way of preparing to 
meet our God cannot simply be added to someone else's lamp. If we want to be prepared for the wedding feast with 
the bridegroom, we must fill our own lamps with oil. We must work to develop our own relationship with Christ, 
the bridegroom. We must always be ready for his coming, for as we have been told, we know neither the day nor the 
hour. 
 
We look forward to the season of Advent that is almost upon us. Advent is a season in which we prepare not only for 
Christ's coming as the babe of Bethlehem at Christmas but also for his coming again in glory and majesty at the end 
of the age. If we have not prepared ourselves for his coming, it will be too late to start thinking about it once he's 
already here. It's always too late to cram for the big day if you start on the day of the test itself. 
 
There is no one way for us to make these preparations, so I invite you to think on your own life with Christ and your 
own spiritual practices that might help deepen your relationship with God. For Jesus says there will be many who 
will come saying "Lord, Lord!" but that he will not know them. Likewise, I don't think my professor knew everyone 
in that lecture hall, though it certainly wasn't from a lack of trying -- I wouldn't blame him for not knowing all of 
his students given how many people only showed up only at the very end. And truly, it isn't hard to say "Lord, 
Lord!" once in God's presence either when we die or when he comes again; it is much more dedicated lifelong process 
to say "Lord, Lord!" in our prayers each day, but that is the relationship with Christ for which we must strive. Let us 
not put off those things in our life with Christ that we could be doing each day -- be it reading scripture, reaching 
out to those in need, prayerful reflection, fellowship with others, or any number of other things. Let us make Christ 
a priority in all that we do, be it by ourselves, with our families, or with our parish family each time we meet here. In 
all that we do, let us remember the creator of all that is in our prayers each day that we will know him when he 
comes again. Even in studying the planets and the stars we can remember our God -- as the prophet Amos said, "Seek 
him who made the Pleiades and Orion! The Lord is his name." 
 
Amen. 
 
 


