
 

 

 24th Sunday after the Pentecost  Nov. 15,  2020   Trinity UMC 
 
 
  

Scripture Reading     Matthew 25: 1 - 13 

 “Then the kingdom of heaven will be like this.  

Ten young, unmarried women took their lamps and went to meet the bridegroom.[b]  
2 Five of them were foolish, and five were wise.  

When the foolish ones took their lamps, they took no oil with them;  
 but the wise ones took flasks of oil with their lamps.  

As the bridegroom was delayed, all of them became drowsy and slept.  
But at midnight there was a shout,  

‘Look! Here is the bridegroom! Come out to meet him.’  
Then all those young unmarried women got up and trimmed their lamps.  
The foolish said to the wise,  

‘Give us some of your oil, for our lamps are going out.’  

But the wise replied,  
‘No! there will not be enough for you and for us;  

you had better go to the dealers and buy some for yourselves.’  
And while they went to buy it, the bridegroom came,  

and those who were ready went with him into the wedding banquet;  
and the door was shut.  

Later the other unmarried young women came also, saying,  
‘Lord, lord, open to us.’  

 But he replied,  
‘Truly I tell you, I do not know you.’  

Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour  
in which the Son of Man is coming. 

 The words of God for the people of God. 

     Thanks be to God.  
 
Message       How to Prepare and Be Ready… 
I have had a complicated relationship with this parable for the last 15 years.   Because I feel 
sorry for the Foolish ones who didn’t plan ahead and they fell asleep without stocking up on 
oil.  Which, I know, I know, they ‘should’ have done…but I still feel bad for them.  That could 
have been me on a busy week when the shopping list got left behind as I dashed through the 
store picking up whatever my over-tasked brain could remember at that moment.   
 
I also have trouble with this parable because I can’t figure out why the Wise ones couldn’t 
share some of their oil.  Aren’t we supposed to share with each other?  Is this really a 
Christian parable where people don’t help each other out?    
 
And then, maybe my biggest difficulty with the story is when the Foolish ones are turned 
away from the party.   Locked out.  Thrown away into the darkness with the words of the 
Groom saying:  ‘I don’t  know you.’  To me that sounds harsh and contrary to what I think of 
as Christian hospitality…welcoming people, everyone to the table.   
 
I gotta tell you the truth…this is one of those Bible passages a I really, really want to rewrite 
the ending, if not the whole thing.   I want to rewrite this parable in my image of what 
compassion and mercy and grace are all about.   Because, if it was just altered in the 
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smallest little ways…that would make me more comfortable.  That would make the parable 
congruent with my personal, Pastor Geri Hamlen world view.  That would align God with me.      
 
Then maybe, I could convince you, that the Bible really tells us to feel sorry for people who 
don’t do what they are supposed to.  And we should make everyone share whether they want 
to or not.   And we should absolutely let everyone in…to everything…all the time….no matter 
what.   
 
And that might sound good to you.  You could join my faction, my club.  You and I could 
make a church, we could write a song and have a bumper sticker and sell t-shirts out of that 
philosophy but O my goodness.   
 
Just stop for minute.  Stop! And think…about the danger that comes from re-writing the 
Bible…any part of the Bible, for my personal agenda.   Or for your personal agenda.   Or for 
anyone’s personal agenda…Aligning God with me and my ideas is NOT the path that Jesus 
points us to.   Because the Bible is God’s Holy and Eternal agenda for loving relationship with 
and within the world.   And when you or me or anyone gets into that editorializing, re-write 
thing…it’s really, really  dangerous and sometimes, downright awful.  History bears that out.  
 
So many examples: 

1.  Thomas Jefferson made a collection of his personal favorite teachings of Jesus, but 
he omitted the miracles, his death and resurrection aren’t included and any hint of 
divinity is left out because they couldn’t  be explained “logically,” according to 
Enlightenment principles.i  Personal use only so I cut him so slack. 

 

2. And then in Hitler’s Germany, there was the Institute for the Study and Eradication of 
Jewish Influence on German Church Life.  That was a government sponsored 
group who used specific Bible passages to prove that Jesus was Aryan, not 
Jewish, go figure and that Jesus’ life work was to eradicate Judaism, giving Biblical 
credence to the German destruction of Jews.ii  That was pretty awful. 

 
3. British missionaries in the late 1700s and early 1800s put together a book:  

Parts of the Holy Bible, selected for the use of the Negro Slaves, in the British 
West-India Islands.  And don’t doubt for a minute that American slave owners 
didn’t make good use of this as well. 90% of the OT was left out.  50% of the NT 
was left out.  Any passages that talked about release of the captives were left 
out.  The whole story of slavery in Egypt and God’s action on behalf of the 
Israelites was ignored.  The passages in Paul about being one in Christ:   There is 
neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: 
for ye are all one in Christ Jesus." Galatians 3:28 Not a sign of them. iii  And…iv 
Pretty Holy Spirit amazing that the people held in slavery in this country found 

Jesus to be a source of comfort and strength and love in the face of all that they 

have had to face then and even now.   

Yes, rewriting, rearranging, editing the Bible to fit our personal agenda is dangerous 
business.  And especially dangerous for those who have the least amount of power in 
society.   It’s wrong to use the Bible as a weapon, an object of force to make people do it 



 

 

Your Way or My Way instead of letting the Bible lead us to doing it God’s way.    The 
Bible is not ours to re-write.  As much as we might want to.   
 
15 years ago I was in a Preaching Class at Seminary.  I was assigned to preach on this 
passage that I find so complicated.   Tied up in knots then, as now, about the things I don’t 
like about this teaching story that Jesus told. I had a conversation with the Professor about it.  
She pointed out that when you want to change the Holy Writings…that’s a sign that there’s 
something in you that needs to be changed.   Maybe some new understanding about Jesus 
that’s trying to emerge.  She said that ‘rewriting’ instinct is an early warning signal that the 
Holy Spirit is standing ready to lead you to a revelation.    So, her suggestion is to stop and 
spend some time in reflection.  Reflect on how to be faithful.  How to be ready.  How to be 
prepared for whatever God may be orchestrating next.  
 
God really does wants us to be ready and prepared to participate in the making of the 
kingdom of heaven—whenever and however we can.  Jesus talks about the Kingdom of 
heaven a lot.  He says:  It’s here.  It’s drawing near.  It’s like a pinch of yeast, a woman who 
loses a coin, a master who punishes he manager, young unmarried women waiting for a 
party.   What the Holy Spirit is telling me is that the Kingdom of Heaven could be anywhere 
and anytime and Jesus came to get us ready to participate in making it real, on earth as it is 
in heaven, today or tomorrow or next week…because God is in all of time, working for good 
in the world and we can help!  Right here and right now.  We don’t have to wait for the 
moment of our death.  Or when we get to the pearly gates.   We can partner with God any 
time and all the time.  
 
The challenge is HOW to be ready to make God’s kingdom come like even now.   That is the 
work that we are called to do…figure out how to prepare and be ready.  You never know 
when God will send you an opportunity to participate in the party that comes when the 
present reality is married to God’s heavenly dream.   
 
We don’t have to reflect alone or in a vacuum.  There are so many tools available to us.  Like 
the Prayer of St. Francis.  It is an instrument, a vehicle, a How-to manual to train and prepare 
the followers of Jesus to be God’s light for the world. It’s printed in the fliers in the pews.  I 
invite you to read along with me…I’ll be reading it in the first person to apply to all of us but 
you can take these blue sheets home this week and use this prayer in your own prayer life.  
 

Prayer of St.  Francis 
Lord, make us an instrument of Your peace;  The Peace of the Lord be with us all. 
 
Where there is hatred, let us sow love;   ‘You learn to speak by speaking to 
study by studying to run by running to work  by working; and just so you to love God and 
people by loving.   Begin as a mere apprentice to love and the very power of love will lead 
you on to become a master of the art.’       Francis de Sales   Catholic Bishop in 
Geneva…during the religious upheaval of the Reformation 
 
Where there is injury, let us sow pardon;    let us sow pardon and forgiveness. 
 



 

 

Where there is doubt, let us sow faith;        let us sow faith in God’s steadfast love which 
endures forever.   
 

Where there is despair, let us sow hope;     let us sow hope…that this too will pass and 
that Jesus is with us as we walk through these difficult times.  
 

Where there is darkness, let us sow light;   let us sow light…Jesus is the Light of the 
World and with oil in our lamps, we can carry that light to the world.  
  

And where there is sadness, let us sow joy. Let me sow joy…Weeping may last for the 
night but joy comes  the morning 
 

O Divine Master, Grant that we may not so much seek to be consoled as to console;  
Quiet and sincere sympathy is often the most welcome and efficient consolation to the 
afflicted. Said a wise man to one in deep sorrow, I did not come to comfort you; God only can 
do that; but I did come to say how deeply and tenderly I feel for you in your affliction.     Tryon 
Edwards, great grandson of Preacher Jonathan Edwards 
 

O Divine Master, grant that we may not so much seek   To be understood, as to 
understand;    That means not giving up on trying to figure out what someone else is 
thinking and feeling.  Because chances are, somewhere, somehow, you have had the same 
thoughts and feelings and that creates a bond even with those who are disturbing to us.  
 
O Divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek To be loved, as to love;    To be an 
apprentice of love. 
 
For it is in giving that we receive,        We really can’t keep what God has given us unless 
we find a way to share with others by giving it away.  
 
It is in pardoning that we are pardoned,       We all need that precious and amazing Grace-
filled forgiveness that is offered to us through Jesus—who died so that we could get over 
ourselves and be set free from our guilty pasts.  
     
And it is in dying that we are born to Eternal Life.    Eternal life has been assured for us 
all so it’s OK for us to give up, even die to our favorite attitudes and hopes and dreams.  It’s 
OK to throw ourselves into action on behalf of God’s hopes and dream for justice and for 
mercy and for compassion.  That is God’s will…and we can help.  God’s will be done…in this 
and in all things…and may we be light of God’s love reflected in our actions, in our 
compassion, in the meaningful service that we bring to this time and this place.   
 
May we always have enough oil to bring light to our corners of the world.    
Amen. 
  

 
i https://www.history.com/news/thomas-jefferson-bible-religious-beliefs 
ii https://creation.com/hitler-bible   Draws on quotes from The Aryan Jesus: Christian Theologians and the Bible in Nazi 

Germany by Susannah Heschel,1 Professor of Jewish Studies at Dartmouth College, Princeton University press, USA, 2008.  
Heschel’s book is based on her research into previously untouched archives of the Institute, and interviews she 
conducted in the 1990s with surviving members (p. xi).  
iii https://www.npr.org/2018/12/09/674995075/slave-bible-from-the-1800s-omitted-key-passages-that-could-incite-
rebellion 
iv https://www.history.com/news/slave-bible-redacted-old-testament 
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