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There is a story told of a chaplain in a private boy's school who preached at one chapel service on that parable of the ten bridesmaids. He ended his sermon with a rhetorical question. “ Young men, I ask you, where would you rather be? Here in the light, at the feast for the bridegroom or out there, in the dark with a group of foolish young girls?”///// “Out in the dark with the girls, sir!” was the boys' response 

I don't find this an easy parable on which to preach. Only Matthew has it, and he sets it right at the end of Jesus ministry. 

It begins, like so many others, with the expectation of a party. So it can remind us of all the other gospel parties, such as the one the father threw for the returning prodigal son, where a gracious, extravagant, host invited everyone to come and make merry. 

Here, the bridegroom, the one for whom this party has been organised, is delayed. And, just restating the parable a bit, we hear that, knowing that oil will be needed for their lamps some of the guests buy more oil so they'll have enough, just in case the wait is a long one. Others have other things to do, or they have nothing to do and have a snooze, so they fail to get more oil. At last, late in the night, there is a shout, “The Bride-groom is here! Let the party begin.” 

Those who have no oil for their lamps scurry through the streets to buy the oil they need, but by the time they return the door is shut. They bang on the door, but no, the party has begun. The door is shut. It's too late. 

Jesus says that God's kingdom is like that. 

I find this parable difficult because the story seems at odds with so many of the other stories and sayings of Jesus. Didn't Jesus tell stories of the open door, the very open, always available party to which all were welcome, no matter what the hour of their arrival? 

There was the story of the labourers in the vineyard. Remember that one. Some workers arrived at dawn to start, others at midday, others mid afternoon, and finally some just an hour before quitting time. In the end the master pays then all the same wage, beginning with those who were last. See? The door is always open. Don't worry that you didn't get here until the midnight hour. There's still room for you. God is gracious, always, forever gracious. 

But what's happened to the grace now? The maidens may be foolish, imprudent, but they're not evil. Yet when they get there the door is shut, locked, bolted, and they're excluded. 

I know that consistency is not everything, but why on earth would Matthew include both those stories in the same gospel? I'm not sure but might it perhaps be because life is really like that, and because the gospel is about life it is also like that. In one sense there's always time to accept the invitation. Yet there also comes a time when there is no more time. Life is like that. The door is shut. 

Yet, was it fair that just because the girls had not made adequate provision they should be barred from the party. 

Just think of the times when you've thought that life was not fair. Sometimes, at least if you're honest, it's been your own fault. When you've tried to take a short cut, and left out what you knew deep down was a necessary step, and the whole thing has flopped, be it cooking, or plans for a special day, but you had failed to buy in the right ingredients, make the necessary calls, or write the appropriate letters. 

Most of us, if we are honest, can think of such times in life. Among many others I can think back to my first year at University, my first year away from home, and how at the end of the year I passed only half my exams. I had no one to blame but myself. I hadn't done the work. I had put my energies into other things. The result was that I failed to be accepted for training for high school teaching, and missed out on the very lucrative bursary assistance, which was available at that time for those accepted. 

My failure to be prepared to do the necessary work, shut off that door in life. At the same time it forced me to knock at other doors, some of which opened. But life could not go the way hoped for, because of the choices I had made, either deliberate or unthinking. 

That's always true. It's true of the Christian life too. Faith doesn't come to us in the crisis times of life. It comes because it has been sown and lived by in the years beforehand. 

Love doesn't descend on us when people appear on our doorstep needing love. It's there because it's been allowed to take root and grow in our lives beforehand. 

Insight into the ways of God doesn't spring up out of nowhere. It comes because we've been willing to let God open our eyes step by step down through the years. 

We face choices all the way through life. How we make them to a large degree determines the track through life we'll go on down. I believe that again and again God offers us choices for life and wholeness. How we respond can make it more and more difficult or more and more easy for us to find that life and wholeness. But the choices are ours. 

But it's not easy. Years ago, in his book Future-Shock, Alvin Toffler noted that we live in a time of “the peril of over-choice.” We have more choices, more options than any age before us, and that creates real problems. We have too many choices. How many channels are there now if you have Saturn or Sky? How many flavours of ice cream? 

No wonder that we can sometimes find ourselves paralysed by over-choice. For the fact is that over-choice can lead to no choice. 

So when, (as in today's first lesson) Joshua addressed the tribes of Israel urging them to “Choose this day whom you will serve,” whether it be the true God of Israel or idols, can we not hear him also addressing us? 

Someday, I'm going to….. When I get around it, I'm going to…. When I retire, I hope to….. 

But not to decide, is to decide. 

The young women in the parable may not have thought they were rejecting the offer of the party when they did nothing, but they were. 

As I said I don't find this parable an easy one on which to preach. It sounds so harsh, so severe, so unlike the graciousness of Jesus. Those awful words – “and the door was shut.” 

Every parable places a kind of burden on us. There are some parables that are hard to understand for they depict a world alien to our own. Other parables are hard to believe for the story they tell is so different from our experience that we just don't buy them. Other parables, such as the one for today, place another burden on us. It's not that we don't understand them, but that we understand them too well, and we know that they challenge where we stand and what choices we are making or failing to make. 

Out of the Bible we tend to hear what we want to hear. But every now and then we hear more than we want to hear, if we are open to hearing the Word, as we read it, hear it read, or hear it faithfully preached. One of the reasons the Bible can be so unsettling is just because so many of the stories in it keep opening up new possibilities as to what they may mean for us. 

That's what happened at the time of the Reformation. The opportunity came for Christian revitalisation through a fresh encounter with the Scriptures of Israel and the writings of the early Church. The scholars and leaders of the church at that time, John Calvin, John Knox, Martin Luther, and others, went back to the source documents of the Christian movement, and brought to bear on them all the scholarship that was available to them at that time. It was out of that fresh encounter with the Word, that there came the Reformation movement. 

This sort of thing can happen during times of crisis and change, as human movements and institutions, driven by the uncertainties of the time, re-examine their foundations. For the Christian the Bible is the primary and unique documentary evidence of Christian foundations. 

It's been said, and I think truly said, that if there is to be any recovery of purpose and direction in the church at this time, if there is to be any sifting of doctrinal wheat from chaff, if there is to be any ecclesiastical house cleaning: In short if there is to be any relevant confession of faith in the face of all the very real contemporary threats to the life and continued existence of the church, then all such must pass through the sieve of these writings. 

Not only are they the original sources to which the evolving doctrines and practices of the church must be traced, but they are the only reliable witnesses that we have to the events that brought the first disciple communities into being. But we must live and think in our own century, not in the past. 

An older relative of mine came to our home one day and saw on my bookshelves the two volume edition of John Calvin's “Institutes of the Christian Religion.” That was Calvin's magnum opus of what he believed to be the central Christian truths. “Ah!” said my cousin, out of his very rigid conservative background, “Those are definitive - the last word. You can't go past those.” 

I thought that was very sad. John Calvin and the other reformers proclaimed the intrusive Word for their day, out of the setting of the cultural, scholarly and faith understanding of their time. Their writings are helpful, but never definitive. We have to have our own encounters with “The Word” for our day, in the light of a genuine effort to understand the times in which we live including the cultural, scholarly and faith understandings of our own day. 

Someone has said that the task of a minister is to help in the creation of congregations who are bold enough to hear the Word without killing the preacher for speaking it. 

I see it as my task as a preacher to be first of all open to the Word itself, even when that means changing the way I have previously understood things. It means being faithful to the best of scholarship available to me in understanding the background and meaning of the Bible. It means letting the Biblical passages and stories sink in, so as to bring forth what needs to be said out of them, however uncomfortable that may be for the congregation or me. But it must never be used just for the sake of making people uncomfortable. It must be true to the Word. 

I counted it as one of my failures when a Student who had worked under me in the parish, came back to preach at a special occasion. When he announced his text, and as I listened to his sermon, I knew that what he'd done was to look back through his old sermons asking the question, “Now, what can I preach on that will startle the natives?” He didn't startle them. He just made them sad at his misuse of what was a significant occasion, so as to promote his own supposed cleverness. 

As you look forward to a new ministry in your midst, remember that it is a tremendous responsibility to preach . It is no light burden that your new minister will carry. Remember also that it is also a tremendous responsibility to hear the Word preached, and be open to what is there for you to hear. 

For every time the Bible is opened, and the Word, the Godly Words, come forth, the opportunity to face new challenges and adventures in faith begins. For then the Word of God can be given freedom to roam about in my life and your life, if we so choose. Then God's word can have its way with us as individuals and as a congregation, as Sunday by Sunday you are challenged to decide whose way you are going to follow, and whether you are ready to enter new doors of faith and life when they open up to you. 

And now to God, Creator, Redeemer and Giver of Life, be the praise and the glory. Amen.

