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As the days turn darker, so do these Scripture readings.  
For the next few Sundays we will be asked to imagine the 
end times, the end of days, when the Lord will meet the 
righteous in the air, and leave behind the Left Behind.   

It’s hard to take this kind of talk seriously, I know, even 
though for a huge number of Christians these stories of 
the Second Coming remain serious business.   A few 
years ago, when I was teaching at Virginia Seminary, I 
showed up for a meeting at the wrong time and the 
wrong place.  The room was empty, the lights were off, 
and I stood there baffled.  My boss, the new dean, must 
have received the same bad information, and walked in 
behind me.  He stood there silently for a moment, with 
an odd expression on his face.  He told me that had 
grown up in England in a fundamentalist Christian sect.  
“Had I walked into a room like this when I was a child,” 
he told me, “I would have burst into tears, thinking that 
the Rapture had come, and that my family had met the 
Lord in the air, and that I had been left behind to fend for 
myself in the outer darkness.” 

Like him, I’d like to think we are all beyond this now.  We 
are not first-century Thessalonians, pagan converts 
convinced that Jesus’s return was imminent, and 
imagining such a return in harrowing detail.  Nor are we 
twentieth-century British fundamentalists, cutting 
themselves off from modernity to remain ready to meet 
Christ in the air.  I for one do not expect to see the Lord 
descending from heaven with the sound of the trumpet, 
or imagine my being caught up in the clouds together 
with the righteous dead in these last days.  

My rationalist instincts are allergic to Scriptural imagery 
of that sort. I am trained to interpret these matters 
sociologically and historically.  Scenarios like the Rapture 
are designed to comfort an oppressed minority under 

great spiritual and emotional stress, as I imagine those 
early Christian converts felt themselves in a teeming 
pagan city like Thessalonika.  The same goes for 
mysterious and somewhat threatening parable that we 
hear Jesus tell this morning, about the wise and foolish 
virgins.  Its admonition to be watchful might appeal to 
the fundamentalist community that so troubled my 
former boss as a child.  But what can these End Time 
scare stories possibly say to us? 

In these dark days, they can say a lot.  But we first need to 
learn to trust the story as much as we trust the storyteller.   

The story of the wise and foolish virgins is a puzzle, both 
riddling and disturbing, like so many of Jesus’s parables.  
It would be tempting to rationalize this story, to reduce it 
to a morality tale: the wise virgins are good, the foolish 
virgins are bad.  But the story is darker than that.  The 
parable has very little to do with morality, or at least 
morality in the constricted, judgmental way that we tend 
to think of morality.    Nor is this a story about being fair.  
If it were about being fair, we would be urged to 
condemn the five “wise” virgins as hopeless prigs for not 
sharing what they have with their unprepared sisters. 

The point is not that the foolish virgins didn’t have sense 
enough to pack enough oil. The point is not that they 
were incompetent bridesmaids, which of course they 
were.  The point is not that all ten of these virgins, both 
the wise and the foolish, were in some way moral 
failures.  What matters in this story is that when the 
crunch came, the foolish virgins were nowhere to be 
found. The point is that in scurrying around to solve a 
trivial procurement issue, they have lost track of what 
really mattered, and missed the main event.  



I for one find this story threatening, and more 
threatening the more I press it.  Why does the 
bridegroom say to the foolish virgins, “I do not know 
you”?  It’s chilling.  Why doesn’t he say, “You were wrong 
not to carry extra oil, and wrong to go away when you 
knew I might be coming.”  Why doesn’t he just call them 
abject failures, and leave it at that?  Instead, it feels like 
what’s at stake here is a choice between life and death, 
between meaning and meaninglessness, between 
salvation and betrayal.  What matters is not just 
recognizing the Bridegroom, the Loving and Beloved 
One, at the moment he appears, which is hard enough.  
What’s even harder is to remain ready to encounter the 
Beloved One even when the Beloved One seems least 
likely to show up. We never know the day or the time 
when the Kingdom of God will break into our lives, 
especially in these increasingly dark days, and we need 
to be present, to pay attention, especially when things 
seem to be falling apart, when the oil has run out, when 
the options have run dry, when the darkest forces of evil 
seem everywhere in ascendance.   

We need to be present especially in anxious times like 
these, when worshippers who gather in rooms like this 
find themselves vulnerable to acts of mass murder; when 
the nightmare of a nuclear end-time haunts our sleep; 
when the our children’s sense of safety falls victim to a 
vicious political culture that bends over backward to 
defend the indefensible.  We need to be present and 
alert, and keep the lamps of God’s justice and God’s 
compassion brightly burning, even in the current 
darkness.  This is no time to hide.  We need to be present, 
bearing Christian witness to hope in the midst of fear, 
bearing witness to the conviction that God was and is and 
will be among us even when the times are at their worst, 
even when we are at our worst.    

Keep awake, therefore, for even in times like these, you 
know neither the day nor the hour when you will be 
called upon to witness—and bear witness to—God’s 
goodness, God’s compassion, and God’s redeeming 
justice.  You’ve got more oil than you think. 


