
Grace Lutheran Church, State College, PA 

 

Rev. Scott E. Schul 

 

23rd Sunday after Pentecost: November 8, 2020 

 

Sermon Title: “Waiting Well” 

 

Gospel Text: Matthew 25:1-13 

 

What do we do while we’re waiting?  That’s the question the parable in today’s Gospel 

seeks to address, because waiting is hard.  Waiting can be frustrating.  Waiting can be difficult.  

Waiting can be tedious.  Nobody likes to wait.  But certain kinds of waiting are especially 

exasperating.  Waiting in a traffic jam?  I hate it.  Waiting in line for takeout at a restaurant 

because someone ahead of me can’t decide what to order?  I can’t stand it.  And over the past 

few months – and particularly this week – we’ve all experienced the anguish of waiting for 

election results. 

 

The parable Jesus tells in our Gospel takes place at a wedding, as ten bridesmaids wait 

for the bridegroom to arrive at his father’s home, at which point the party will start.  Theologians 

have traditionally understood this story to be about the second coming of Jesus, when he, the 

bridegroom, will return to claim his bride, the Church, at the end of time.  Many in the early 

Church, like the apostle Paul, reckoned that Christ’s return would be imminent.  But as it became 

evident that Jesus’s return would more likely happen far into the future, Christians struggled to 

understand how they should live, and act, and persevere while they waited.  Why?  Because 

waiting is hard.  Frustrating.  Difficult.  Tedious.   

 

It's important to think about what we do while we wait, because if we don’t wait well, it 

makes life difficult.  Let’s stick with the wedding example Jesus used.  Ever been to a wedding 

where the ceremony is over, and you have to wait and wait and wait for the bride and groom to 

arrive at the reception?  In my line of work, I go to a lot of weddings and receptions, and when 

the arrival of the bride and groom is substantially delayed, I see firsthand what happens.  Some 

get bored and leave before the party really starts.  Some just get angry.  Others fill the waiting 

with a little too much time at the open bar, and get themselves into a lot of mischief. 

 

Do you see the problem?  When we don’t wait constructively - when we don’t wait well – 

it weakens and even jeopardizes our relationships.  Jesus foresaw that while his followers waited 

for him to return, some would grow bored and wander away.  Some would get angry and turn on 

the Church.  And others would lose hope and invest their hearts in the pleasures of the world 

rather than Christ’s promise of salvation and eternal life.  Why?  Because waiting is hard.  

Frustrating.  Difficult.  Tedious.   

 

Did you notice that in the parable, all ten bridesmaids – “wise” as well as “foolish” - fell 

asleep while they waited?  Jesus knew that even the most righteous among us would struggle to 

wait for his return, and so we needed to find a way to wait well.  The one thing that distinguished 

the wise bridesmaids from the foolish ones was that the wise ones came equipped with lamps full 
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of oil.  That seems to be the key to understanding this parable.  But what in the world does the oil 

represent? 

 

Well, let me begin by telling you about my oil lamps.  I have two of them, and they both 

mean a great deal to me.  Both are glazed pottery, handmade.  One is tall and deep green, with a 

beautiful fern symbol imprinted on the side.  That lamp was a gift from Pastor Hetrick, and it 

was made by a friend of hers.  The other one is flatter and circular and is colored like the earth, 

with swirls of brown and sage.  It comes from a community of Benedictine monks in Kentucky 

with whom I have prayed.   

 

The lamps are lovely pieces of pottery, but it’s when they’re filled with oil and lit that 

their true purpose is revealed.  I like to light them when I pray.  The flickering flame provides a 

focus for me, and helps me connect to and stay centered on Christ.  By the grace of God, those 

humble little flames help me see things with greater clarity, and they disperse the shadows that 

threaten to overwhelm, obscure, or frighten.  At the same time, those flames unite me to the 

people I associate with those lamps.  The green lamp connects me to my treasured friend, Pastor 

Hetrick.  And the brown lamp connects me to that community of monks in Kentucky, who are 

likely praying at that very same time.   

 

So let’s return to our parable.  Both the wise and foolish bridesmaids had lamps, but only 

the wise bridesmaids had oil.  The oil is important for their lamps in the same way that it’s 

important for my lamps.  The lamps only do their job of illuminating the bridegroom and 

connecting us to our Lord and our neighbor when they are full of oil and flickering away.  But 

what exactly is that oil?  Some ancient theologians noted that the Greek words for oil and mercy 

are very similar, and so they taught that the oil in the parable represents the mercy we show to 

other people.  Luther preached that the oil represents our selfless service to our neighbor.1  And 

so think of the oil as the love, charity, mercy, and service we daily extend to our neighbors.  

Remember, you can’t assign someone else to do that work of love for you.  That’s why the wise 

bridesmaids couldn’t share their oil. 

 

Now here’s where the parable can get dicey for Lutherans.  I’m not saying that this oil of 

mercy represents our “good works” that we do to try to earn God’s favor.  It’s central to our faith 

that we are saved by grace, not our works.  Instead, think of it this way.  Sometimes you don’t 

realize how much you love someone until you have served them.  My wife is a nursing assistant 

and experiences this all the time.  People come to the nursing home and they are strangers to her.  

But as she mercifully tends and cares for them, they soon become beloved to her.  That’s the life 

of a pastor too.  I can’t explain it, but I’ve found it to be universally true: the best way to develop 

love for someone is to first show that person love and mercy.   

 

Friends, I’ll say it again.  Waiting is hard, frustrating, difficult, and tedious.  Jesus knows 

that, and he knows that if we don’t wait well, our relationship with him and our relationships 

with all of his other beloved children will become strained.  We might even decide that it’s not 

worth it to wait for Jesus to show up in our lives, and wander off elsewhere.  And so through this 

parable, Jesus invites us into his grace-filled mystery of love, by reminding us that if we want to 

experience the fullness of joy in this life that comes from being a follower of Jesus, if we want to 

experience him each day as he reaches out to us, and if we want to see him when he someday 
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returns in his fullness, then he invites us to wait well… by living lives of mercy, charity, 

kindness, and service – not because it will make him love us more, but because it’s the way that 

we will fall in love with Jesus and with our neighbor. 

 

Look, I’m well aware – just as you are – that for a long time now we’ve been a very 

divided nation.  Those divisions extend from the ballot box and spill over into our daily life and 

even into the pews of our churches.  We’re still enmeshed in a particularly ugly election season 

that has divided neighborhoods, communities, and even families.  If we don’t find a way to 

bridge our differences and extend love and mercy to people of every walk of life on every 

avenue in a divided place like Pennsylvania, then it won’t really matter who takes up residence 

on Pennsylvania Avenue.   

 

And so in all the waiting we experience in this life, let’s wait well.  By the grace of God, 

light your lamp with the oil of mercy, kindness, and charity that you extend to those around you 

– even those who think differently and maybe even vote differently than you do.  Light your 

lamp, trusting that it will illuminate a pathway of greater love for your neighbor.  Yes, light your 

lamp, and as that humble little flame scatters both the shadows and your fears, I believe you’ll 

discover that your beloved Jesus is here and waiting with you.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
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