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 “Be ready!” is the theme of today’s gospel message from Matthew.  Jesus tells his 
disciples the story of ten virgins who took their lamps and went out to meet the 
bridegroom.  Unfortunately, only five of them remembered to bring oil for their 
lamps.  When the bridegroom is delayed in coming, all ten virgins decide to take a 
short nap. 

Naps are a wonderful thing if you’re all ready to go when you wake up.  I used to 
tell this to my son, Austin, nearly every morning at 6:30 as he lay down on the 
couch to try use the last bit of sleep time before the school bus came at 6:36.  But 
if you’re not completely ready, the school bus, or the bridegroom, can take you out 
of a deep sleep and right into a world of trouble.  And sure enough, when the 
bridegroom arrives, the five foolish virgins have to go find some oil, while the wise 
virgins light their lamps and go off with the bridegroom to the wedding feast.  
When the unprepared women return with their oil, it is too late.  The doors are 
closed for good. 

This is one of Jesus’ parables that is clearly intended to be eschatological.  As I’ve 
told you before, that means it’s about the end time.  Jesus signals that fact by 
beginning the parable by saying, "Then, the kingdom of heaven will be like this….” 
(Matthew 25:1)  He is clearly speaking about a future time.  We’ve talked quite 
often about how Jesus uses the image of a feast, or a celebration, to convey what 
it will be like in the kingdom of heaven after he comes again.  The bridegroom is, 
of course, Jesus.  And the parable is a warning that if we’re not careful, Jesus just 
may come again without warning and catch us napping and unprepared. 

But I think we need to take care that we do not have too single-minded a focus on 
parables like this one, where Jesus is talking specifically about how we’ll be 
rewarded in the hereafter.  Our church can never be faithful to its calling if our 
eyes are fixed on the clouds, waiting for a sign of Christ’s reappearance, while we 
pretend that Jesus’ message has nothing to do with peace, equality, and social 
justice in this world. 

Living the way God calls us to live is never a bad thing.  But if our hearts aren’t 
right – if we do it just to be “ready” when Christ comes again so we don’t miss out, 
I think we can be a little like the grasping family members who fall all over 
themselves to be nice to the filthy-rich old aunt that none of them can stand, 
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hoping they will be named in her will.  Frankly, that doesn’t sound to me like the 
fullness of life that Christ promised us.  In fact, it sounds like a pretty stressful 
existence. 

I’ve always had a problem with the idea that we should be motivated in our living 
simply by the desire not to be caught being ourselves if Christ comes around a 
corner.  It reminds me a little of something I read about in business school.  In the 
science of organizational dynamics there’s something called the “Hawthorne 
Effect.”  The phrase was coined in the 1950’s and was named for a company in 
Chicago called the Hawthorne Works, where the effect was first identified.  
Consultants found that when changes in operational practices were implemented, 
worker productivity improved.  But a few months later when the consultants were 
no longer on site observing the operation, productivity returned to its old, lower 
level, despite the fact that workers were still doing things the way the consultants 
had told them to.   

Ultimately, some bright person figured out what was really going on.  The 
productivity improvements had never resulted from the operational changes at all.  
They had resulted from the fact that the workers knew that they were being 
watched.  When the observation stopped, so did the productivity improvements, 
because no real change was ever made. 

Sometimes, even knowing that we are being watched isn’t enough to get us to do 
what we’re supposed to.  Some of you may remember the early days of video 
gaming when game programs would include something called a “boss key.”  This 
was a shortcut key that instantly paused the game and put a realistic-looking 
spreadsheet on your computer screen.  This as the key that you hit when you’re 
playing the game at work and you hear your boss coming.  Your boss thinks you’re 
hard at work crunching numbers. 

Now, you may never have heard of the Hawthorne Effect before, but you have 
probably seen it in action.  There’s a well-known variation called the “Santa Claus 
is Coming to Town Effect.”  It’s the same thing.  It’s the phenomenon that makes 
many homes heaven on earth for about one month each December.  Children all 
over America, reminded that Santa is watching and making a list, suddenly 
become perfectly behaved little angels.  If we’re lucky, it lasts until December 26th. 

Now, I’m not suggesting that this kind of motivation is completely without value.  
Anything that encourages children to behave and employees to do their jobs 
conscientiously is probably a good thing.  But it would be better to have children 
who behave because it is the right thing to do.  Companies would rather have 
employees do their jobs well because they have a mature sense of personal 
responsibility, and not because somebody’s watching them.  Employees should 
resist the urge to play video games on company time because it’s wrong, not 
because they are afraid that some supervisor will walk in and catch them. 
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Similarly, I think that God would be happier if we lived lives worthy of God’s calling 
out of a deep, abiding sense of God’s endless love for us.  It should not be 
because we know God is watching like some “celestial operational-consultant,” 
and we want to impress him with our productivity.  And it should certainly not be 
because we want to look like we’re doing what we’re supposed to when Christ 
finally returns.  Being ready, really ready, is about being open to Christ’s 
transforming work in the present, not just about being sure we’re not surprised 
when Jesus shows up.  If it isn’t, then all we’re really doing is making sure we keep 
an eye peeled for the boss. 

As we think about the situation of these wise and foolish virgins as a metaphor for 
what we should be doing, we might ask what oil represents in the parable Jesus is 
telling.  That might be an interesting academic exercise, but I think we’d be asking 
the wrong question.  This parable isn’t about having oil, just like my children’s talk 
wasn’t about having batteries.  They are both about light, and our being able and 
willing to produce it.  It would be belaboring the obvious to say that light is one of 
the most important metaphors in the New Testament.  As the Apostle Paul wrote 
to the Ephesians, “For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. 
Live as children of light (for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, 
righteousness and truth)…” (Ephesians 5:8-10)   

I think that once we understand the primary symbol that Jesus is using in this 
parable its meaning becomes clear to us.  Each of the virgins has been given a 
lamp, and the lamps are fueled by each woman’s willingness to use for the 
master’s purposes what he, in his grace, had given them.  What distinguishes the 
virgins in this parable is that only some of the virgins had been able to sustain the 
faith needed to keep their lights shining. 

Later in his gospel, Matthew says take your lamp and put it on a lamp stand for 
everyone to see!  And we do that when we show the world what lives of 
discipleship look like.  We shine when we live lives of love, forgiveness, and 
compassion in imitation of the one who died for us.  We shine when we show 
ourselves to be both wise and generous stewards of God’s bountiful blessings.  
And the wonder of it all is that the brighter our lamps shine – the more fuel we use 
– the more oil God gives us.  God’s grace is the ultimate renewable resource. 

When we look at the parable this way, it explains something that’s always 
bothered me.  Jesus taught us to have compassion for one another and to share 
with those who have less than we do.  I’ve always wondered why the virgins who 
brought oil refused to share it with the virgins who had none.  It never seemed like 
“Christian” behavior to me.   

I think the answer is that what the bridegroom wants from the women is really 
something that is impossible to share.  We can nurture and support each other on 
our journeys of faith. But ultimately, whether to heed Christ’s message is a 
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decision for each of us to make alone.  We each decide whether or not we are 
willing to do what we need to in order to be a source of light for the world. 

I can’t live in your light, and you can’t live in mine.  I can’t take a portion of your 
love of others for my own, even if you wanted to give it up.  I can’t piggyback on 
your personal integrity, your compassion, or your commitment to justice.  I can’t 
borrow from your reserves of faith, nor can my spirit share the benefit of your life of 
prayer.  I can’t just join the church and expect to get credit for others’ faithfulness.  
I can only choose to make use of the resources that God gives me to keep my 
own lamp burning brightly.  Or I can choose not to, and sooner or later, my lamp 
will run dry. 

I think that this parable identifies a brand-new theory of organizational behavior – 
something like the “Hawthorne Effect.”  I’d call it the “Jesus Effect.”  It occurs when 
we figure out that the reason we’re here is not to stockpile oil, but to give light.  
The “Jesus Effect” happens when we affirm the potential that God gave us at our 
births, accept the grace upon grace that God offers us and use them to keep our 
lamps blazing against the darkness of the world.  Of course, we’re still human.  
We’ll still sin, we’ll still sometimes be careless, or thoughtless, or angry, or petty 
people.  But even when we fail, we will still be resolved to make loving God and 
each other the first priority in our lives.  And once the “Jesus Effect” takes hold, 
then it won’t matter who’s watching what we’re doing, and it won’t matter that we 
don’t know when Christ might show up again.  Because when he does, we will be 
ready.  And he will find our lights shining like the sun. 


