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"What Keeps Your Lamp Burning?"

From the Hebrew scriptures we hear these words from the prophet Amos.  Amos was a
shepherd, one source calls him a migrant worker, and he was from Judah, during the 8th century
B.C., when the Assyrian and Egyptian Empires were the world powers.  The Hebrew people,
once united as one, were now divided as two separate kingdoms, Judah to the south and Israel,
the larger, more prosperous monarchy to the north.  

A number of things had lead to their division from each other, including a disagreement
on the proper way to worship their God.  The Judeans held that God should be rightly worshiped
in the Temple in Jerusalem.  The Israelites worshiped at the three ancient holy sites - Bethel,
Gilgal, and Beer-sheba.  And while Israel to the north enjoyed increased peace and prosperity,
for their own safety from the Assyrian threat, they were allying themselves with the enemies of
Judah, leaving little Judah to stand on its own.  Not a very nice thing to do to your cousins.  You
can imagine the animosity such things would have instilled between these two groups of people.

So, we have this simple shepherd, from little Judah, going into the big, powerful kingdom
of Israel, to tell them that what they are doing is wrong and that God is upset with them. 
Imagine some Canadian rancher or farmer, or Mexican migrant worker, coming into
Washington, D.C. to rail about all the injustices our country  is committing upon others, even our
own people, let alone against God.  That person might not be given a lot of respect, and so it was
with Amos.

But Amos has a message from God, and he is determined to proclaim it.  They long for
this "day of the Lord," a day when God will vanquish all their foes, defeat all their enemies, and
bring vengeance to all who have sought to oppress them.  But Amos says, this "day of the Lord"
you long for isn't what you think it is going to be.  The vengeance God brings is going to be upon
you!  And it ain't going to be pretty!  

And I love the imagery Amos uses here to describe what the "day of the Lord" will be
like.  "It is darkness, not light; as if someone fled from a lion, and was met by a bear or went into
the house and rested a hand against the wall, and was bitten by a snake!"  (if you want to know
how scary it is to be running from Lions and Bears, just ask any Packer fan!)

His point of course, is that they have no idea what God really has in mind, because they
are just so full of themselves, thinking they are the greatest, the strongest, the most powerful, and
thinking they have God on their side.  We call it self-righteous pride, and God doesn't like it.

Through the voice of Amos, God complains about all their religious stuff.  Their solemn
assemblies, their festivals, their burnt offerings, even their music.  What can be so bad about
these things? Plenty, Amos says.  Their religion has become a smoke-screen covering the
injustices rampant in their nation.

What God truly desires of them is for their rich and wealthy to start caring for the poor
among them.  They must stop their oppression and cheating of the needy, their manipulation of



economic policies for their own benefit, and the establishment of laws that crush the poor and
despairing.  The "day of the Lord" is coming upon them, a day of terror and destruction that they
will not be able to run from, but for one thing, God declares, "But let justice roll down like
waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream."  They can save themselves from that day
of the Lord, if they only turn their hearts back to God.

In Matthew, we have yet another parable.  This is one of four here at the end of the
gospel, that have an apocalyptic theme to them.  Similar to the "day of the Lord" of Amos' day,
in Matthew's community, it was the parousia, the return of the Son of Man, and the day of great
reckoning, a day that would end the suffering and oppression from their enemies, that many were
awaiting.  These parables all emphasize the need to "keep awake" and to be ready, for his return.

Here Jesus uses the analogy of a wedding feast, an important event in the life of the
community in his time.  Like today, weddings were not just about the bride and groom but about
the entire family and community to which they belonged.  

We had a wedding here yesterday.  An 84 year-old woman and a 92 year-old man tied the
knot!  There weren't any bridesmaids with lamps, in fact, there weren't any bridesmaids at all! 
There was however, a ceremony, many witnesses, and there was great joy and celebration!  Just
what a wedding is to be about!

In Jesus' time, the tradition was a bit different than ours today.  The groom would go to
the bride's home to ask or contract for her with her father.  Then he would bring her back to his
or his parent's home where the celebration would begin.

The parable of the 10 bridesmaids seems to pick up where the friends are awaiting the
return of the groom with his bride from her home to his, and to the party.  They are waiting to
join the couple, and to be their escorts, lighting their way to the wedding feast.  However, in the
story, the groom is delayed and the bridesmaids fall asleep.  At midnight, he appears and they
are called to get up and join him.  They all rise, but some discover that their lamps are low of oil
and they did not bring any extra.  The "wise" ones brought flasks to supply their lamps but the
others, the "foolish" apparently need to go and find someone to sell them some.

Again, remember, the point of the story is to "keep awake", to watch and be ready for the
return of Christ.  And in the parable, being ready means having enough oil to keep your lamp lit
and your light shining.  But the question in my mind is, what does this oil represent?  What does
it mean for us to be ready, to "keep awake" and to keep our light shining?

If we look at the other parables in this section, we see one that emphasizes how a servant
treats his fellow servants while the master is away; another emphasizes the importance of using
our gifts or talents for God; and the last tells us that how we treat others in need, is in essence
our treatment of Christ, our final judge.  Being ready, "keeping awake" seems to have to do with
how we live, how we treat one another, how we use the gifts and talents, how we care for those
in need.  To use Amos' words, it is about justice and righteousness, living in right relationship
with God and with others, and being intentional about it.  

But, what still bothers me about this story, is how mean the "wise" bridesmaids seem,
unwilling to share their oil with the others.  And the image of those poor "foolish" bridesmaids



off in the dark, being forced to go looking for oil, doesn't mesh with my view of being Christian. 
But if the oil that lights our lamps has to do with intentionality, with our making a priority of the
way we treat one another, then really, it is not something that we can share with another person. 
We are each responsible for that in ourselves.  No one can give that to us.  In other words, there
is a personal, as well as a communal aspect to our faith.  And each of us must take responsibility
for that.

Perhaps that was Jesus' intent, to say that we will be prepared for his return, if we make
loving and caring for each other our priority in life.  And if we don’t, if we allow the powers of
injustice, anger and hatred, disparity and division, deception and corruption, to take hold of us,
then perhaps we too, will be lost, in the dark, unable, and perhaps even unwelcome, to enter into
that party, that celebration of love and light, at the end of time or even right here in the present
moment.  

In this life, especially when we are experiencing scary and uncertain times, we may wish
for God to come swooping down, to come and save us from our trials and tribulations, to bring
on that "day of the Lord" when God will vanquish our foes, or when Jesus will come to save us. 
But the message we are given in scripture, seems to suggest, that God saves us in and through
our own intentions, our own actions.  In and through the ways we choose to live with one
another.  Jesus calls us to be prepared, to "keep awake", to be vigilant and intentional about
living in the love and compassion that he lived.  We are to keep our lights burning brightly, so
that we might be his escorts in this world of darkness and fear.  It is in this way that "justice will
roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever flowing stream!"  Amen.


