Weddings in the Middle East in the first century were, we believe, somewhat different to the customs that we observe today. In our story the Jesus tells of the 10 bridesmaids, five wise, five foolish but it is not the bride who is late but the bridegroom. 
When there is a wedding here at St Edward's, it is planned to happen at a particular time on a particular day and as that time approaches the groom sits nervously here at the front with his best man consulting his watch. Will the bride arrived on time or will she be late? Will she turn up at all? And of course, she will and she may be a little late and the photographer may detain her longer than the vicar thinks appropriate but by and large we do get to the church on time because we live in a  world governed by time. Our clocks and watches give us the illusion, perhaps, that we are somehow in control of events and we can become anxious when things don't happen according to the clock. Bu this would not be so 2000 years ago in a society with no clocks or watches and where weddings were not just a day-long event but might take place over several days. They weren't worried about having a nice sunny day for the photographs either and lamplit processions in the middle of the night were not uncommon. But when will the bridegroom arrive? The bridesmaids, who are to carry lights before him as he meets the bride and her family, have no watches to consult. They know he's coming but they can't say exactly when and so they must be in a state of readiness. It might be a minute, it could be in hour, it might even be tomorrow. They must have enough oil in their lamps to ensure that when the bridegroom comes there will be light enough for the celebration to take place
So there were waiting five bridesmaids who were foolish and five who were wise. The foolish were foolish because they were unprepared when the bridegroom arrived to collect his bride and they hadn't got enough oil. The wise are wise because they had what they needed when the  bridegroom appeared. So this is a story about waiting and about folly and wisdom and it is also a story about how we respond when the crisis comes.

I don't know whether you have been following the events unfolding under the imposing porticos of St Paul's Cathedral over the last week? Did the Dean and Chapter act wisely when the crisis came? The general consensus, in the media at least, and I suspect more widely too, was that they did not exactly cover themselves in glory. The Cathedral was painfully cautious and flatfooted in its approach to the protesters and lacked the kind of creativity that might have turned the crisis into an powerful opportunity to preach the gospel of generosity and grace. Appealing to health and safety legislation is never going to set pulses racing.  You may not agree with the protesters' tactics but they have got an important debate going. Most people seem to agree that our financial system has got badly out of kilter when senior executives in the FTSE 100 companies award themselves again 50% pay rises. This is a situation that needs some imaginative and thoughtful reflection not closed cathedral doors and excuses about Health and Safety.
And when the TV pictures show the mighty and elaborate frontage of St Paul's compared to the fragile little tents huddling in front of the steps of the richly adorned Cathedral, it is easy enough for commentators to say that the church should be there amongst those protesting against the injustices and greed of our financial institutions because that's where Jesus' would be. But this makes me a little uncomfortable too. Jesus would be there but also he would be with the Dean and Chapter and Jesus would want to speak to the bankers too. What he would say to all these different groups of people and the challenges he would lay before them would be quite different but how easy it is to say, "I'm right and Jesus agrees with me." We can be sure that Jesus would always identify himself with the poor and dispossessed but unfortunately such people are not to be found either in the Cathedral, the banks or in the tents of the protest camp. The accents of the protesters I have heard on the radio indicate that they come from precisely the same social class from which bankers and canons of cathedrals are drawn. This is not to say that they don't have something important or worthwhile to draw to our attention – because they do -  but only to recognise that this is not quite a cry of despair and rage from the poor of the earth.

Of course, with hindsight it is always very easy to be wise. I'm usually pretty wise after the event and when it's too late for that wisdom to do me any good. And the St Paul's situation shows just how difficult it is to act wisely in the face of the complexity and unexpectedness of life. However, I suppose that this is a good definition of wisdom: the wise person is the one who can respond well to be unexpected, the surprising and the complex. Wisdom is nothing to do with how clever we are, if we judge cleverness by exam results or titles or qualifications. There are lots of bright people working in our financial institutions but, as it turns out, not all of them, sadly, are wise. The same I fear may be true of the church too. No, wisdom seems to be about something else. 
What is it that distinguishes the five wise bridesmaids from their five foolish colleagues? It is not their qualifications. I'm not sure what the qualifications are be a bridesmaid but my guess is they are not onerous. What I think distinguishes the wise from the foolish in this case is the quality of attentiveness. The wise bridesmaids are paying attention to what this situation demands of them . A wise person is a person who is attentive, someone who listens and ponders and who is open to what might be being said to him or her. This is not just a listening to what people say but also to events, movements, feelings  - what are these things telling me? - and above it is an attention to what God's Spirit might be saying to us. 

Both wise and foolish bridesmaids have to wait but the wise ones seem to wait differently. They are not just "hanging around" or "killing time". Their waiting is expectant, prepared, and watchful. We think of having to wait as a bit of a waste of time because watches and clocks matter to us but the wise recognise that sometimes it is in careful and attentive waiting that we perceive the heart and truth of the situation. 
The punchline for the parable is this

Therefore keep watch, because you do not know the day or the hour
Keep watch, be attentive – or put another way, stay focussed, focussed on God and his kingdom and his word to you and me in every moment because, when the crisis comes, you will need to respond not from panic nor by checking the rule book but from a deep attention to what God might be calling you to here in this particular moment.
So often I am not attentive, I am not keeping watch, I am distracted – I am distracted by worries, by busyness,  by the white noise of modern life – its demands, images, TVs, computers, phones. Half the time I think I am walking through the world in a kind of waking dream. I am preoccupied, my thoughts can crowd out the stillness, the attentiveness that is needed for true wisdom. The foolish bridesmaids missed the arrival of the bridegroom. They were off away to buy oil. When the main event happened they were somewhere else. They have allowed themselves to lose focus and be distracted. When there was an opportunity to speak to people about responsibility, love and generosity, St Paul's Cathedral was fretting about processes and legislation. When that most important thing actually happened they just weren't there, they weren't ready. And that must always be a concern for us too. When Jesus tells us to "keep watch" he is encouraging us to pay attention so that when the moment comes, when the crisis comes, when the bridegroom comes we will be there and ready to greet him. Wisdom is in the watching in the waiting and the being prepared.

It is my conviction that God speaks to us in almost every moment of the day. The question is whether we are attentive and listening. So, we might consider this question as we move through the rest of this day: What is God trying to say to me? What is he trying to say to me through the events I experience? What is he trying to say to me through the people that I meet? As I hear or read his word, what does it say to me? Have I noticed this person is lonely or that person is hurting? Have I seen that this situation needs a reconciling word from me? We can go through today preoccupied by our own concerns, concerns that seems so pressing. We can get distracted by the noise of life but if we do there is a very good chance that when the moment comes we won't be there to meet it. Be wise:  open your eyes and ears and hearts to the coming of the bridegroom.

Just finally, I have put in at the back of church a leaflet explaining one of the ways in which we can do some of that watching and waiting. It is tradition of prayer call the Examen. It is not an exam! But it is a way in which we can prayerfully reflect on the ways in which God speaks to us in the complexities of our lives. If you would find it helpful, please take one.
