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“Tic Tacs, Tissues and a Spare Ten” 
Text: Matthew 25:1-13 

Several years ago, I conducted a funeral for a longtime church member.  As is often the custom, a 
couple of her adult children shared reflections about their mother’s life.  That is always a difficult 
task, but they did it well.  They shared wonderful memories that made people smile and cry and 
nod in recognition of the truth of what they were saying. 

One of the things they pointed out was that their mom always carried a large purse everywhere 
she went.  I noticed people smiling and nodding in recognition.  They could visualize the purse.  
And in that purse, she had everything she would need for the day.  Not only her money, credit 
cards, keys and other assorted items.  She carried the items that would come in handy for special 
circumstances. 

The kids talked about how, just before the sermon began in church, their mom would reach into 
that huge purse and pull out the little candy tic-tacs.  She would pass them down the pew to each 
of the kids and this was enough to keep them from fussing during the sermons.  When one of the 
kids had the sniffles, they could count on their mom to reach into that big purse and pull out 
tissues.  She seemed prepared for any circumstance and her large purse became a source of 
comfort, knowing that Mom would have anything they needed. 

One of the daughter’s joked that they when an emergency of any sort arose, all eyes would turn 
to their mother, imagining that she would probably have whatever was needed. 

That preparedness made them think that their mom had thought ahead about potential needs for 
the day and had made sure that she had everything they might need.  She was always prepared.  
And at her funeral, they handed out tic-tacs to everyone present, a thoughtful remembrance of 
how their mom had lived. 

Listening to these family members talk about their mom, I reflected upon the holiness of a 
mother’s purse.  A purse is a holy object in that it reminds us of the ways in which God provides 
for us in our times of need.  When we feel discouraged, God reaches into her purse and pulls out 
a gift of encouragement that helps us keep going.  When we feel sad, God reaches into her purse 
and pulls out a bit of comfort or hope.  Whatever the circumstances or need, God is ready with 
the right gift.   



I am reminded of the old story of a farmer who watched the rising flood waters surround his 
home.  Standing on the porch, amid the waters, a boat floated right to him.  From inside the boat 
they cry out, “Hop in, we’ll take you to dry ground.”  The farmer responded, “No thanks.  I put 
my trust in God.” 

The waters continued to rise and the farmer was forced to go into his home looking out the 
second story window.  Another boat comes along and again they call out, “Hop in, we’ll take you 
to safety.”  And again the farmer replied, “No thanks, I put my trust in God.” 

The boat goes away but the waters continued to rise.  The farmer climbed onto his roof when a 
helicopter came along.  From above they called out, “Climb into the basket and we’ll pull you to 
safety.”  The farmer yelled, “No thanks, I put my trust in God.” 

After the helicopter flew away, the waters continued to rise and the farmer unfortunately 
drowned.  Standing at the gates of heaven God looked surprised and said, “What are you doing 
here?” 

The farmer tells God, “I put my trust in you, but you let me down.” 

God answered, “What do you mean I let you down?  I sent you two boats and a helicopter!” 

I suspect we have all experienced it in some fashion.  God provides for us in our time of need.  
The help might come from the voice of a thoughtful friend who took the time to ask how you 
were doing or from the hands that made a casserole dish or the feet that came to stand beside you 
in your time of need.  God knows what we need and provides for us in so many ways.   

I am reminded of an instance in which I went to the hospital to visit a young child.  The nurses 
were providing a treatment at the time, so I waited in the lobby.  While there, a young couple 
walked by, paused and then turned around.  “Pastor Boles?” the woman asked.  It turns out that I 
had officiated their wedding several years previous at another church.  They now had a young 
daughter and she was in the hospital with pneumonia.  Tearfully, they asked if I would come to 
her room and have a prayer with her. 

How does it happen that I am standing there at the exact moment they walk by?  How does it 
happen that the patient I came to visit was busy at the time so I was waiting in the lobby?  There 
are so many ways that this might not have happened, that it makes me reluctant to call it a simple 
coincidence.  Without any of us knowing it, God had placed us in the right place at the right time 
to bring comfort to a hurting family. 

Like a mother with a well-stocked purse, God is reaches out to provide for us in ways we never 
expected or imagined.  And in the same way, God is working through us to bring a bit of comfort 
or hope or peace or encouragement to someone around us.   



I think that is one way to frame this unusual parable that we heard this morning.  This is a 
parable that has more questions than answers.  It is filled with circumstances that don’t make 
sense, but let us explore to see what it may teach us today. 

Although the story is about ten bridemaids, Jesus begins by saying that this parable is really 
about the kingdom of heaven.  The individuals in this parable serve the purpose of giving us a 
glimpse of what the kingdom is like. 

He begins by telling us that of the ten bridesmaids, five were wise and five were foolish.  For 
some unexplained reason, the bridesmaids are waiting for a belated groom.  The wait must have 
been lengthy because in the course of things, they will all fall asleep.  On the other hand, all of 
the ten bridesmaids are prepared because they have brought lamps.  On the other hand, however, 
only five of them have brought oil for the lamps.  Jesus gives no explanation of why they would 
be carrying lamps without oil.  This oversight will be pivotal in the parable. 

And so they wait, not knowing when the groom will appear.  And when he does, it is in the 
middle of the night.  This poses a problem for the five bridesmaids who have brought lamps, but 
no oil.  They have to leave to try to find oil enough to last through the night. 

One of the problems with this parable is that I find myself asking unanswerable questions.  Was 
it necessary that all ten bridesmaids have their lamps lit at the same time?  Why wouldn’t those 
with oil share with those without?  Even consulting multiple commentaries offered no resolution 
to these questions. 

What we are told, though, is that the five wise bridesmaids entered the banquet while the five 
foolish bridesmaids had to leave to search for oil.  And when they return, it is too late.  The doors 
are locked.  They have missed the banquet.  Jesus ends the parable with the admonition to “be 
prepared.” 

The challenge is, what are we to be prepared for?  In the early church they believed that Jesus 
would return soon, within their own lifetimes.  To those early Christians, this parable would have 
provided encouragement that Jesus was on his way.  But what are we to make of this parable in 
the present day? 

One insight that did emerge in the commentaries was the focus on those who had oil and those 
who did not.  The Interpreter’s Bible points out that oil is often used throughout the Hebrew 
scriptures to represent good deeds.  If we remember that Jesus said this is a parable about the 
kingdom of heaven, perhaps that gives us insight for the modern day.  The kingdom of God is 
found wherever God’s people are prepared to share their gifts. 

While reading the book, “Leading with Kindness” I came across a reflection from a businessman 
who had been asked by a young colleague, “What should I do with my life?”  The businessman 
answered to the best of his ability.  But, the more he thought about it, the more he was haunted 



by both the question and the answer.  After pondering this for more than a month, he realized that 
his discomfort was not only in his answer, but in the way the question had been phrased.  What 
we should be asking ourselves, he realized, is not what we should do  with our lives, but what we 
should be. 

The question of what we should be is the deeper question related to everything that we bring to 
this life.  We can choose to be loving, kind and accepting.  We can choose to be welcoming and 
to embrace others.  We can choose to be helpful and serving.  These are the conscious decisions 
that we make that determine the shape of our lives. 

That is believe is what Jesus is encouraging us to choose in this parable.  It is what leads to those 
glimpses of the kingdom of God.  We don’t know what this week will bring.  Hidden beneath 
your pew cushions this morning is not a personal agenda of what to expect.  But our morning 
worship is not only about the praise and thanksgiving we bring to God, it is our visible 
commitment to God and one another that we are making the decision to be something 
extraordinary this week.  We are going to be loving, peaceful, caring…to the best of our abilities.  
On some occasions, we will get it right and it will be a beautiful kingdom moment.  And on some 
occasions it won’t go as we had hoped.  And God will pick us up, dust us off and invite us to try 
anew. 

We are invited to prepare to love one another, to forgive generously, to be the hands and feet and 
voices of God in the ways that we live.  And when we do, the kingdom will be among us. 

With Veteran’s Day just past, it seems appropriate to end with the true life story from the book 
“Unbroken.”  This powerful book tells the story of Louis Zamperini.  As a youth, he had been 
something of a delinquent, stealing and breaking into homes.  He found refuge in track and was 
an incredible runner.  He would eventually qualify for the U.S. Olympic team, coming close to 
breaking the four minute mile. 

When WWII broke out, Louis did like many young men, he enlisted.  During one of his missions 
over the Pacific Ocean, his plane crashed.  He was fortunate to survive.  He and two other crew 
members survived in a life boat for more than a month.  They were eventually captured by the 
Japanese and sent to a prisoner of war camp. 

For whatever reason, one of the guards, nicknamed “The Bird” singled Zamperini out and 
subjected him to terrible punishment.  After his incredible survival at sea, there were times it 
looked like he would not survive the prisoner of war camp.  Amid the abuse, he recalled 
instances in which both his fellow prisoners and even some of the guards provided the little bit of 
hope or help that made it possible to hang on.  He survived and eventually returned home. 

His difficulties weren’t over, though.  He had recurring nightmares of the torture.  He began 
drinking heavily, couldn’t keep a job and was violent toward the people around him.  At the 
lowest moment, though, he remembered a promise he had made to God while on the life raft.  He 



had prayed, “If you will save me, I will serve you forever.”  With the love and support of the 
people around him, Louis turned his life around. 

But there was one more piece of unfinished business.  In the early 1950’s, Zamperini returned to 
Japan.  He was looking for the cruel guard who had inflicted so much torture and punishment.  
He couldn’t find him.  He was told that the guard had died, probably at his own hands.  At that 
moment he felt something unexpected wash over him.  “With a shiver of amazement, he realized 
that it was compassion.  At that moment, something shifted sweetly inside him.  It was 
forgiveness, beautiful and effortless and complete.”  The hatred was gone and Louis saw the 
humanity of the guard.   
The parable of the bridesmaid leaves us with the admonition to “be prepared.”  But be prepared 
for what?  We never know.  Be prepared to love someone who may be difficult to love.  Be 
prepared to forgive when the opportunity presents itself.  Be prepared to comfort someone who is 
hurting, to lift them up and lighten their burden.  The things we need this week may not fit into a 
big purse and may be more substantial than a few tic-tacs.  But we carry these gifts and abilities 
within us all.  And if we are open to it, God will work through each of us.  That, is what the 
kingdom of God looks like.


