The Twenty-Sixth Sunday after Pentecost – 2008
I. Introduction 
One of the great experiences of my high school years was going to a Young Life summer camp high in the Rockies.  One opportunity I had that week was to rappel down a rocky cliff.  I had seen videos of people rappelling and it looked fun, but I have to tell you, even a teenager can have a moment of serious reflection when told to lean backwards against the ropes and begin walking backwards keeping his body perpendicular to the surface of the cliff’s edge.
Now the guides who were with us had done this hundreds of times before and they had every reason to trust in the ropes that held me.  I on the other hand had never done this before, and it seemed to me the half-inch diameter rope was not going to be nearly strong enough to support my weight.  I can still vividly recall that moment of faith when I put my life on the line and leaned back​wards out over the cliff, trusting in what seemed to be a thread of rope.
That experience has a lot to do with the parable Jesus told of the five wise and five foolish bridesmaids.  Let me show you how. 
II. The parable expanded
Opening
First of all, a little background on the custom that Jesus used for the imagery of his parable.  Weddings in Jewish culture were celebrated after sundown, and the custom was for the bridegroom, when all was ready, to fetch the bride and her bridesmaids who had their lamps and continue the procession all through the village, picking up guests along the way, until they arrived back at the groom’s house.  And though people knew there was going to be a wedding that night, nobody knew when the bridegroom would actually come.

The good news is how it starts
Now to the parable.  Notice how it starts with good news! There was going to be a wedding!  A celebration!  And all ten brides​maids had been invited to be a part of it!  God’s gracious invitation includes every​body regardless of how qualified they are or not.

Next comes a long wait, and finally the bridegroom’s approach is announced.  Half of the bridesmaids still have enough oil to get them through the festivities, and half do not.  There’s the problem, but we need to shed some light on what that problem is.
The problem
Sure, the problem was that they didn’t have enough oil, but what is the oil supposed to represent?  Faith; trust in God; specifically, trust in the love that God was showing to them in Jesus, the bridegroom.
Had they been long in the trust department, they never would have risked missing the bridegroom—even if their lamps were sputtering.  They trusted the bridegroom they knew he would invite them along even if their lamps went out.  But instead, they convinced themselves they needed something else and they went looking for it… they couldn’t trust in his grace and his love.
Closing
It would be like me at the top of the cliff deciding I really needed a thicker rope and going off to look for it and missing the opportunity.  Or it would be any of us facing death with fear and uncertainty because we had spent a lifetime trusting something else, and now it seemed God’s grace could not possibly apply to us who have not lived our lives with any consistency of faith and love.  We have no oil.  
III. Getting more oil
Opening
But how does one get that oil?  How do we get faith?  Faith is a gift that comes from the Holy Spirit, and to understand how the Holy Spirit gives us the ability to trust God, let me ask you a question: How does anyone build their trust in another person?  Don’t you watch to see how they keep their promises? Do they do what they said they would do?  If they said they would be your friend, do they act in your best interests?  Building trust takes time and experience, and it’s no different with God.
Learning to trust
For example, we gain a lesson in trust every time we come to worship and hear God’s words of forgiveness or receive his sacrament of grace at communion and realize that it applies to us… that God hasn’t shunned us, but quite the opposite—his unconditional love for continues to bring blessing into our lives.

Learning to trust is why learning how to give is so important.  When we practice “first fruits” giving—when we give God the first part of our paycheck, we gain some very practical experience in trusting God.  We all know it would feel safer to wait until the end of the month to see if we had enough to give an offering; pledging to write that check at the first of the month, or signing on to the Simply Giving program, is like leaning back on that rope and trusting that God will provide. 
There are people in this room, our family included, who have been doing that for years.  And part of the reason, I am sure, that we continue to do it is that we have discovered that there always seems to be enough.  We have experienced God’s faithfulness in that way.
Filling the lamp
What happens when we keep encountering God’s faithfulness week after week, month after month, especially during those times of life we don’t deserve it, that’s what builds trust… a trust that knows God is going be faithful even when I have trouble being faithful.  God continues to provide; God continues to forgive; He is a God of grace.
None of us knows the day or the hour when we will be called by the Bridegroom to join the wedding celebration, but those who have tasted his faithfulness and grace their entire lives will have no fear of that day.  And it has nothing to do with how good they have been; it has everything to do with having experienced how good God is.
Closing
We get ready for that day by giving God opportunities to prove his faith​fulness and grace to us now, like asking for and receiving his forgive​ness, and giving God our “first fruits” and trust God will provide us with what we need.
IV. Conclusion
When we live our lives, day in and day out, leaning back on the sureness of God’s love, we are people who are ready for that day and look to it not with dread, but hopefulness and joy.  And conversely, the way we get ready for that day is by learning to trust God now. 
In our confessing and believing, in our giving, in our living, let us live as people who trust in God’s love for us.  He will never let us down.  Amen.
