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As I read the Gospel today one of my favourite prayers comes to mind. Maybe you know how this one goes: 

God grant me the serenity to accept the things I can’t change; 

The courage to change the things I can; 

And the wisdom to know the difference. 

 

There’s a lot going on in the scriptures that offer a clear application for this prayer. To see this more clearly we 

need to get a better sense of the context leading up to what we read today. Without it, the lesson can come 

across as problematic in a few ways. In the segments preceding the Gospel pericope, Jesus tells the disciples 

about several important things: the future destruction of the Temple, the signs of the end of the age, and 

impending persecutions. After that he drives home the importance of remaining faithful and watchful for the return 

of the Lord in a rapid series of teachings. All of that leads up to the part we have today where we learn that not 

everyone who says they’re ready for the Lord’s return actually is. That’s a lot. And it’s interesting that it should 

come up in the lectionary in this particular time. 

 

Maybe by now we should all be used to having a lot going on and coming at us rapidly. We’ve been living on a 

steady diet of pandemic updates, changing restrictions, and various elections for months now. Everyday it’s 

something else. If you’ve been trying to keep up with it all, trying to flow with the changes, you might make it look 

like you’ve got everything in hand, but I bet you’re exhausted. I feel for you. I get exhausted too. So what are we 

supposed to do with all this? 

 

Even while the Gospel today locates itself at the end of a whole long line of important things we’re supposed to 

be aware of and responsive to, it also gives us the key to navigating our way through it. The key phrase is this: 

“you had better go buy some for yourselves.” This may sound like a strange key for us. 

 

One can imagine the look on the disciples faces when they heard that! They may recall not long ago, when five 

thousand hungry people gathered on a hillside, and the disciples recommended to Jesus that they all be sent to 

the villages so they could buy provisions for themselves, Jesus told them, “no, you feed them.” It’s strange 

because now it seems Jesus tells them a story that contradicts the lesson they just lived. What happened to 

sharing? What happened to sacrificing our comfort and convenience for the sake of others? The teaching in the 

feeding of the five thousand, this parable, and all the things that came just before it, are all best understood with 

the serenity prayer.  

 

A few chapters ago, the disciples had the courage to change the things they could change. They had the capacity 

to feed all those people, and they did. Now they must accept the things they cannot change: the foolish 

bridesmaids failed to manage their own oil supply. The disciples now must find the wisdom to learn how to judge 

the difference between what they do have control over and what they don’t. 

 

The things Jesus spoke of just prior to today’s parable were all about things the disciples can do nothing about. 

The Romans will eventually destroy the Temple - and quite frankly anyone who gets in the way of that. History 

shows that followers of Jesus have always been persecuted. The end will come when it comes. Jesus even said 

it’s not for us to know the time when that will take place. In the parable, all the bridesmaids had the agency to 

maintain their lamps and oil supply. Whether they follow through on that or not, is clearly up to them.  

 

Of all the things going on in the world now, what do we have control over? None of us wants to see our infection 

rates rise, but it isn’t possible to make everybody stay home. But we can each make the choice to limit our 



interactions with others. However much you supported your favourite candidate in any of the elections we’ve had 

recently, you can only cast your own ballot. If your favourite candidate doesn’t win, there’s nothing you can do 

about it; but you still have a job to do. That’s what you can do. For any of the myriad of other things happening 

in our lives all at once, it’s important to be clear within ourselves what our boundaries are. What things must we 

accept? What things are within our power to change? What do we look for to distinguish one thing from another? 

 

All the bridesmaids were in the same situation. Those who did what they could do are called wise. Those who 

chose not to act when they should have are called foolish. When the moment came for them to show account 

for their choices, only half of them demonstrated the wisdom to know the difference. 

 

With all the things going on in the world, what can you do these days? Well, we can get together on Zoom where 

we can interact with one another - even sing our hearts out - and be safe. We can slow down and be in less of 

a hurry; take the time to savour a moment - with family, doing a special project, catching up on those things we 

had to set aside before because there wasn’t enough time. We can be more intentional about appreciating what 

we have and what we can do, rather lament what we don’t have and what we can’t do.  

 

This certainly isn’t the first time people have been confronted having to discern the difference between what we 

can and cannot change. We heard something similar in the first lesson from Joshua. 

 

The Book of Joshua follows the years after the death of Moses, when God’s people are settling into their 

promised land. Joshua, the title character, is now their leader and they have many adventures together in their 

faithful covenant with God. By the end however, Joshua senses that the people’s commitment to the covenant 

is waning.  

 

They’ve been so successful in their various endeavors, that the people have begun to think more of their own 

agency than their interdependence with God. They’ve begun dabbling in the religious practices of the peoples 

around them. The status quo is shifting away from the covenant. Social norms are making it more and more 

acceptable to do as they like. This concerns Joshua greatly, and he tries to remind them about the importance 

of faithfulness to the covenant and to God. 

 

The people argue their faithfulness to God by reciting the history of God’s interventions, but Joshua doesn’t 

sound convinced. He ends his counsel to them with the warning that God will not forgive their transgressions or 

sins. Forsaking the Lord and serving foreign gods will only lead to harm. In response to the cultural shift he 

senses, Joshua says, “as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.” In other words, Joshua has accepted 

that he cannot make the people be faithful to God, but he can ensure that he and his household are. He knows 

where his boundaries are - the wisdom to know the difference. The people are left to decide for themselves what 

they will and will not do going forward. 

 

The wise bridesmaids in the Gospel are not unsympathetic to the foolish ones. Like Joshua, they offer the best 

counsel they can. Unfortunately, midnight is too late to find a dealer of oil still open for business. But something 

happens in Jesus’ parable that can give all the bridesmaids hope. 

 

The bridegroom - the returning Lord - is able to navigate through the midnight darkness because the wise 

bridesmaids were able to shine their lamp lights so they could be found. The only way the foolish bridesmaids 

could have made it back to the celebration, navigating through the same midnight darkness, is because of the 

same lamp light. Their wisdom ended up helping the foolish bridesmaids after all. 

 

When we discern our boundaries - what is appropriate for us to do or not do - we shine our light of wisdom for 

others to see. We can all get so wrapped up in the chaotic things that unreasonably demand our attention and 



make us *think* we can do more than we can. It’s hard to avoid such things these days. Wisdom calls us to be 

clear within ourselves what we *are* capable of doing, and the changes that *are* ours to make. Crossing our 

own boundaries, as Joshua said to the people, “will only lead us to harm.” Depleting our own resources trying to 

control or change what isn’t ours to control or change doesn’t actually make a situation better - it actually makes 

it worse. When others see that boundaries are clear and discernment is wise, life is more serene. 

 

Beloveds, the bad news is this: you cannot supply everyone with everything. The good news is: you cannot 

supply everyone with everything. It is neither possible nor appropriate anyways. You can only make sure you’re 

living courageously within your own capabilities. There are lots of ways to serve the needs of others. Some we 

can do, and some we simply can’t or shouldn’t. The wisdom of knowing the difference means stepping away 

from unnecessary or unreasonable demands. Knowing the difference will serve everyone better in the long run. 

You can’t fix everything. You can only fix you. From a place of health and balance, you can make a bigger, better 

difference in the world. That’s wisdom that shines brightly and serves everyone. 

 

And that’s the good news. 

 


