32nd Sunday Ordinary Time (A)


11/12/2017
The parents of a three-year-old decide to let her record the voice message on their smart phones.  The rehearsals go smoothly.  The young girl speaks slowly and clearly, ‘Mommy and Daddy can't come to the phone right now. If you'll leave your name, phone number, and a brief message, they'll get back to you as soon as possible.’
After several rehearsals the young girl’s Dad presses the record button and the three-year-old says sweetly, ‘Mommy and Daddy can't come to the phone right now.  If you'll leave your name, phone number, and a brief message, they'll get back to you as soon as Jesus comes.’

Our weekend Scripture readings begin to focus on end times as we near the end of the church year and the beginning of Advent.  They encourage us to be prepared, but not to be concerned when the end will happen, how it will happen, or the numerous other details that sometimes fascinates us.

The story that we hear in today’s Gospel from Matthew talks to us about wisdom.  (That this is true is reinforced by our first reading from the Book of Wisdom.)  The Gospel writer’s hand is evident in the story.  The writer places the original story into the life-situation in which he finds himself and the infant church.  Matthew uses this story as a polemic against the Jewish authorities who reject Jesus as the messiah.  He links these authorities with the five foolish bridesmaids who run out of oil.

As happens with the Scriptures, however, our Gospel story from Matthew also re-tells a message that is as old as the Scriptures themselves.  When God creates us, God blesses us irrevocably.  The blessing that God gives us calls us to be relational as God is relational.  Unfortunately, we have a tendency to think that we are not created with a blessing.  Rather, we speak of ourselves as being created in sin (i.e. separate from God and others).  The image of God from this perspective is distant, judgmental, and critical.  This way of thinking and this image of God lead us – out of necessity – to feel that we have to be self-sufficient.

Those who bring no oil with them, in our Gospel story, are acting as though they are created in sin and must act as though they have to be self-sufficient.  Those who bring additional oil are living as they are created: their call is irrevocable, and therefore they experience the freedom to know that they have a resource that is beyond them.

Knowing that we are loved, and to the degree that we receive the gift of love, opens us to love rather than becoming defensive.  It frees us when others hurt or do something hurtful to us, to love them anyway.  We are free to have the insight that it isn’t about us.  Rather, those who are striking out are the ones who really need to be loved.

When we attempt to live this way on our own, our resources are quickly depleted.  So, we stop trying and we grow defensive and easily take offense.  When we have additional resources that come from our knowing that we are loved, we discover a freedom to wait and eventually see Christ in the other.  Self-sufficiency leads to us – out of necessity – being closed, to easily take offense, and to be defensive.  Living relationally (knowing that we have additional resources) frees us to be open, to not take offense easily, and to be of service… often without our knowledge.
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