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I want to share with you a scenario, and my assumption is that you know someone like this....at least one someone.
The person I am thinking of likes to wait as long as he possibly can, before he stops for gas and fills up the tank. Everyone in the car has been telling him for days that the 'you need gas', 'the light is on', but he is sure he can get a few more kilometres under his belt before he has to surrender to the gas pumps.
You know someone like that don't you. It is a strange thing. I don't pretend to understand it, but there are many who like to push the limits and see how long they can go before they run out of fuel. They want to respond at the very last minute. 
Today's passage in Matthew is about 10 girls. 5 of them are good girl Guides who were always prepared. They pack extra fuel for their lamps. The other 5 are risk takers. They think it is foolish, and boring to take extra. They like to live on the edge. They are the type who rush in just before the store closes.
But the wait is longer than any of them had anticipated and they all fall asleep. During the night they hear someone call out that the groom is coming, prepare to celebrate. They all wake up, but the 5 risk takers soon notice that they pushed their limits too far this time. Their fuel is all used up and the fact that they did not pack extra has now come to haunt them. They ask the good girl guides, who prepared well in advance, if they might borrow some fuel from them. The reply came back, “No, not enough to go around. You will have to get your own. Sorry”. Wow, what a disappointment that they could not sponge off the others. So while they were off getting more fuel for their lamps, the wedding party and fellow celebrants, headed into the wedding feast. The doors were locked. They had missed the opportunity to be part of the celebrations.
So what do you make of this parable? 
The first message is Be Prepared. If you were to sit and read through Matthew's Gospel from the beginning, you would note a clear expectation of an imminent end of time. Chapters 24 and 25 contain parables of end of time and of judgement. There is a strong call to watch and be prepared but that is combined with the certainty that no one knows the exact timing of Christ's return. The disciples and the other early Christians lived with the assumption that it would happen in their lifetime. 
Some people are all about being prepared, regardless of the topic. Some people live their lives, knowing this is not a dress rehearsal, this is the real show. Some are procrastinators...some day I will do it, I will go there, I will see that. But often, 'someday' never comes. I often think of those living with a terminal illness and their keenness to make every day count. They know their time is limited and they are determined to live their very best lives and to live them to the fullest. I often wonder, what makes the rest of us think our time is unlimited. Most of us seem so unable to maintain that acute appreciation for the moment. Do we celebrate the day and the opportunity and all that for which we have to be thankful, or do we take it for granted and assume that we will live forever?
When it comes to living your best life, how important would you say your faith is? How much do you really want to know and experience a deep and lasting relationship with God? When you examine your life, how is that reality being lived out? Are you awake and alive to the reality of god's presence within you and all around you?
A second important point in this parable is that you cannot borrow. It is not about the oil, it is about faith. It is about a vibrant, life giving relationship with God. Just like I am unable to give you something of my relationship with my best friend, I am unable to hand over to you a portion of my relationship with God. Not because I am not willing, but because it is impossible. That is something that you must cultivate for yourself. So learning about, spending time with, enjoying, talking to and listening to God, is the call that you must answer in your own journey. I am privileged to travel with you and support you on that path, but I cannot do it for you.
This brings me to my third point from today's passage - the significance of community. The early Christians learned together, studied together, discussed together, worshipped together and ministered together. Living one's faith is not something we can do in isolation. They encouraged one another and supported one another. Whenever I see elite athletes, or movie or television stars, or community leaders, anyone being celebrated in their chosen field, accepting an award, I always appreciate when they acknowledge that they would not have been able to achieve the kind of success they have on their own. It takes a variety of experts in a variety of areas, and the love and encouragement of many, in order for anyone to accomplish great things. Think of your own faith journey. Whatever accomplishments and progress you have made, I guarantee you, you have not done it on your own. There have been others at various times and places that have facilitated your progress.
And finally, in the parable, nowhere does Jesus put the emphasis on insufficient or extra oil, but rather the caution not to fall asleep. Have you ever thought about falling asleep in your faith?
If we were to graph two different faith experiences, the first would be a line that comes out of nowhere and skyrockets to the top. Usually it does not remain there for very long and what we are left with is a graph that looks like a sharp peaked mountain, falling back to the base as quickly as it rose. It represents a peak spiritual experience. Sometimes young people going through confirmation experience it, often times kids at summer camp experience it, people recovering from addiction or trauma sometimes experience it. We see a lot of young families come back to church, or come for the first time because they believe it is good for their kids. But for a variety of reasons it does not last long. The oil runs out.
The second graph is not near so dramatic or exciting. There are highs and lows, but they are usually quite modest in comparison to the first graph. Mostly, there is a steady and gradual incline, moving up from where it was years before. The journey for these disciples is a marathon, not a sprint. Their journey is supported by years of worship, study groups, active participation in the ministry in one way or another. There is evidence of support and the fellowship of others also on the journey. Certainly there are highs and lows on this path as well, but not usually as exaggerated as the first graph. Slow and steady as she goes. Enough oil to last the trip, getting replenished every so often, before that 'refuel' light has overextended itself. These are the ingredients for a sustained, lasting faith. It is not unlike a long marriage, for better and for worse, through thick and through thin, in sickness and in health. 
We need community on our journey, just as we do for a healthy, long lasting marriage. 
I encourage you to read and re read this passage referred to as the parable of the 10 bridesmaids. I want you to reflect upon it in terms of these thoughts:
First of all -what does it mean to be prepared? -what does it mean to be keen to the day and to the moments of our lives? -how does it make a difference to be aware of our own mortality?
Secondly- Faith is something others can encourage in you, it is something you can observe in others and be inspired by, but it must be yours. It is not something you can either borrow or lend, you must own it, and nurture it, and challenge it.
Thirdly - You can not grow in your faith in isolation. Study groups, worshipping with others, going out and making a difference in someone else's life, all of these things are essential. Did you read the article in Friday's paper about the two ladies downtown, on is 84 the other 90.....they minister to the homeless men and women of the streets weekly, hugging them, feeding them, listening to them, encouraging them. Their faith grows as they share it in community.
And finally - Stay awake. We need to have more than just short, dramatic bursts of wakefulness....that will not carry us through. Cultivate a sense of thankfulness for the day, for the blessings of our lives, a sense of gratitude. The journey is a long one. Pace yourself. Establish a firm foundation that will endure the tests of time. It is a marathon with ups and down, trials and celebrations, tough times and times when we are sailing on the wind of the Spirit. It is not a sprint.
God endures and that is His desire for you and your faith.
Grace and peace to you
Amen
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