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Today’s Gospel offers a parable that includes a combination of details for a wedding--virgins (or 
maidens) staying awake all night, the carrying of lamps and flasks of oil, a procession from one place to 
another—that is likely not at all like any wedding most of us have ever experienced. But it was a common 
Jewish marital custom of that time, and it involved a period of betrothal (sort of like engagement) that 
culminated when on the night of the wedding, the groom would be led in a procession to greet his new 
wife. He would then bring her to their new home and a week-long celebration with family and friends would 
ensue. In this parable, the groom arrived to receive his wife, and of the virgins or maidens that were to 
escort them, some were careless and ill prepared, and suffered the consequences of their carelessness. 

As we near the end of the liturgical year, which culminates two weekends from now with our 
celebration of Christ the King, our readings focus on the end-times. And it’s these coming end-times that 
Jesus tells us will come without warning. When it happens, Jesus the Bridegroom will come to receive his 
bride. He warns us to “Stay awake!”, but even more, that there are consequences to not being ready.  
 

It’s easy to understand this parable in the context of the end of days, but some of the early teachers 
of the Church—specifically, Origen and St. Hilary—saw it also as a metaphor for the end of one’s life, when 
death will give way to the procession that leads us to the wedding feast—heaven. The lamp is the Christian 
faith we received at Baptism, and the oil that fills those lamps is our way of living, conforming ourselves to 
Jesus.  
 I’m convinced that among the reasons we don’t entirely conform ourselves to Jesus on any given 
day is that we assume we have more time. In a culture where we have tend to have the hubris of believing 
we’re in control, but also access to resources in such abundance, one resource that we assume there is 
always more of, is time. 
 St. Athanasius (D. 373) once said, “A person who lives as if he were to die every day—given that 
our life is uncertain by definition—will not sin, for good fear extinguishes most of the disorder of our 
appetites”. Now this is very different than the mentality associated with the popular expression “YOLO”, 
meaning “you only live once”. That tends to be used as rationale that precedes ill-advised and impulsive 
behaviors. Athanasius is talking about the desire to get it right, given that it might be the last chance, and 
he goes on to say that on the other hand, “He who thinks he has a long life ahead of him will easily let 
himself be dominated by pleasures” (Vita Antonii). 
 

I think of people I’ve known who died suddenly, due to one cause or another. How many of them 
assumed they had more time? More time to be loving to the people God has put into my life, and to not 
take their love for granted; more time to give my heart to Jesus; more time to ponder the things that really 
give life meaning. More time? Not always. 

While we can presume there is more time, we can also foolishly presume God’s mercy for whatever 
ways we mishandle the beautiful things He entrusts to us. We need only consider Jesus’ warning, telling us 
of the maidens who were locked out of the wedding feast. But in this parable, Jesus isn’t so much trying to 
burden our minds with fear of being cast out. He’s calling us to “Stay awake!”  

 
Or to say it another way on behalf of Jesus: Be alive in me, in my love, I who first came to meet 

you in the waters of Baptism. Follow me, stay close to me. Let the way of life to which I’ve shown you, and 
to which I’m calling you, be the oil for that lamp. And let that lamp be a light for the people around you, 
living in darkness and fear. They need to see that light from you, even if they don’t know it. You must be a 
light. That’s your job for now. I, the Bridegroom, will come back to receive my bride, the Church, and with 
her, I want to bring you to the wedding feast. But today I need you to be a light that shines my love. 
Where around you is there darkness and fear? Who is caught in it? That’s where I need you to shine my 
gentle light. 


