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I’m pretty sure that if I start singing a jingle, you’ll recognize it.  
Shout out what it is if you know it! (On-line readers will have to 
Zoom the service or listen to the recorded program for the answer.) 

 

But it’s not only the last chance to answer the question.  You 
work against the clock. The same is true with “Wheel of Fortune” 
and “Family Feud.”  In many competitions, the clock is ticking. 

 

Our son Aaron was a state champion in track and field, and 
Carol and I would watch nervously as the digital clock counted out 
the tenths of seconds – sometimes hundredths of seconds – by 
which he won some races.  Morgan and Lindsay Collins, and Beth 
Hartog, know this well from their swimming competitions.  The 
clock is ticking. 

 

Or you get behind a school bus.  Or you hurry to make it to the 
train.  Or you’re all set, right on time, and then realize you’ve 
forgotten your phone/wallet/glasses/keys (choose all that apply).  
The clock is ticking. 

 

This incessant demand of chronological time is always with us, 
even when we’ve momentarily forgotten it.  Last Wednesday I hiked 
a short stretch of the Appalachian Trail to Lion’s Head summit in 
Salisbury, CT.  It was a beautiful day and the views were amazing.  
But in addition to being reminded how out of shape I am, I was 
reminded that the time it takes to walk five miles is not the same as 
the time it takes to hike five “mountain miles.”  With lengthening 
shadows created by the ridgeline, I had to be sure I could get home 
before darkness obscured the white-painted blazes that guided me 
through the ever-darkening woods.  The clock is ticking. 

 

Today’s readings are a ticking clock, counting down to a 
decisive moment.  Yet the clock of today’s scripture is not “chronos” 
time, the time on your watch or cell phone and for which my mantel 
clock is a metaphor. 



The time referenced in today’s readings uses the Greek word 
“kyros,” opportune time.  This opportune time is a time of 
accountability.  The theological concept is parousia, the expectation 
that Christ will come again in glory to redeem his people at the end 
of time.  Those found faithful by Christ would be taken up into 
eternal bliss.  What worried the Thessalonians was “What about 
those who had already died?”  Paul assures them that we “do not 
grieve as those who have no hope” and that the faithful who have 
died will also be taken up by Christ into glory. 

 

But the Thessalonians had another question that we also have, 
which is “When?”  First-century Christians, including Paul, thought it 
would be in their lifetimes.  That turned out not to have happened, 
and so we who wait must wait until the Lord’s time: both the 
“chronos” of time measured by clocks and calendars, and the “kyros” 
of “opportune time” that the Lord decrees. 

 

This is amplified in the reading from Matthew.  It is the first of 
three parables in the 25th chapter, the remaining two of which will 
be read each of the next two weeks.  The Interpreter’s Bible titles 
today’s reading “A Parable on Preparedness.” (1)   These three 
parables come immediately before Jesus’ Last Supper with the 
disciples, their denial, betrayal and abandonment of him, and his 
death.  So the clock is ticking for Jesus, too, as he offers these 
parables of final accountability. 

 

The parable of the wise and foolish bridesmaids is bracingly 
straightforward.  For those of us who like to domesticate God, who 
want to turn God’s burning bush of holiness (Exodus 3:2) into a space 
heater, this is a troubling parable indeed.  Sometimes, out of 
curiosity or avoidance of its plain message, we try to make the 
parable an allegory.  It isn’t.  So don’t.  Don’t worry about whom the 
bridegroom is or why there were ten bridesmaids and who the 
bridesmaids represent.   

 

Why the groom shows up at midnight is rooted in first-century 
Jewish wedding customs, according to Gerrit Dawson in this week’s  

(1) The Interpreter’s Bible, Vol. 7, Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1951, pp. 555-562. 



Upper Room Disciplines:  “Great ceremony precedes the wedding 
feast.  The groom and his friends set out for the bride’s home.  Her 
bridesmaids are to be on the lookout.  When the bridegroom gets 
close, they will light torches to welcome him.  The marriage will occur 
at the bride’s house.  Then the whole wedding party will process back 
by torchlight to the groom’s house for the banquet.” (2) 
 

Why the groom was delayed we can only conjecture.  The point 
is the groom was delayed, and the five foolish bridesmaids weren’t 
prepared.  At midnight they’re waking up the oil merchant and by 
the time they get the oil and get back, the kyros moment, the 
opportune moment, the moment of meeting the groom, is past. 

 

What Jesus says – as much as we may not want to hear it – is 
that this is what the kingdom of heaven is like (Matthew 25:1).  The 
bridesmaids were waiting for the groom.  They don’t know how long 
they have to wait.  The foolish ones weren’t prepared to wait.  The 
wise ones were.  Why is that wise?  It’s the punch line at the end of 
the parable: “Keep awake, therefore, for you know neither the day nor 
the hour.”  

 

Preparedness is a funny thing.  Often we don’t know whether 
we’re prepared until we find out we’re not.  Make a list: financial 
preparedness, health preparedness, and spiritual preparedness.  We 
all know we’re going to die but far too many of us act as if that’s 
never going to happen.  So we don’t make a will; we don’t write a 
medical directive; we don’t tell the spouse or the kids or the 
grandkids where to find the important papers.  “Keep awake, 
therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.” 

 

If preparedness isn’t on our mind, it should be.  A 100-year 
pandemic and a 400-year pandemic of racism really ought to be 
enough to wake us up if we aren’t already.  I’m writing this on 
Thursday so the presidential election results are not complete.  
Whoever is elected, preparing for the next chapter in governmental 
leadership will involve actively finding ways to bridge the widening 
gap in our political discourse.  It will mean finding ways to live what  
(2) Disciplines: A Book of Daily Devotions, 2020  Nashville: Upper Room Books, p. 
373. 



 
most of us believe: that our similarities as Americans outweigh our 
differences and that we need not be afraid of differences.  Those 
who disagree with us are not the enemy, despite the rhetoric of 
some who seek to make it so.  The strength of our diversity is 
reflected both in our national creed – e pluribus unum, “out of many, 
one” – and in the reality that no single gender, sexual orientation, 
racial and cultural group, economic class or educational background 
defines what it is to be “American.”  The reality far too many 
Americans experience, quoting George Orwell in Animal Farm, is 
that “All animals are created equal, but some are more equal than 
others.”  (3)   But the fact is they shouldn’t be as we aspire to be “a 
more perfect union.” (4) 
 

 So let’s return to the parable for a final word.  It’s this: we are 
not the center of our universe.  We may be troubled by the apparent 
severity of some being left out of the wedding banquet and the 
kingdom of heaven.  And for good reason.  We are not always 
prepared to live as if Jesus is Lord of our lives.  In my formative 
years, my home church pastor introduced the offering every week, 
quoting the Bible’s reminder, with this phrase “Not everyone who 
says, ‘Lord, Lord’ shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but those who do 
the will of my Father who is in heaven.  Freely you have received, freely 
give, remembering the words of Jesus ‘It is more blessed to give than to 
receive.’” 
 

 This is not just about the offering.  In fact, it’s not primarily 
about giving at all.  It is about who is Lord of our lives, and are we 
ready to follow him at all times.  Are we ready when he comes in 
glory?  Are we ready when he comes in our neighbor?  Are we ready 
when his face appears in those with whom we disagree?  Are we 
ready when we are called to stand with those whom others would 
cast aside?  Are we ready, prepared and willing to live what we say: 
“I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord?”  Because the clock is 
ticking. 

(3) Orwell, George, Animal Farm London: Secker and Warburg, 1945 
(4)  Preamble to the United States Constitution 

 


