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THE THIRTY-SECOND SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME, Year A 
Wis 6:12-16; Ps 63:2,3-4,5-6,7-8; 1 Thes 4:13-18; Mt 25:1-13 

 

FLASKS OF OIL: 

FULL AND NON-TRANSFERABLE 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Sunday, November 12, 2017, 8:30 and 10:30 a.m. Masses 

 

Ignite Your Faith. 

It is our spiritual initiative – a revival!  A campaign! 

Remember, when it comes to our spiritual lives:  OK is not OK. 

Jesus loves us the way we are today, 

  but Jesus wants more from you and me. 

Jesus wants us to increase in our love for him 

  and to dedicate ourselves more fully to him. 

Actually, “more fully” is far too accommodating, far too soft. 

Jesus does not want “more” from us; 

  he wants “our all,” our entire lives dedicated to him. 

“Partial,” “half-way,” “most-of-the way,”  

  is not the way that Jesus does business. 

All we have to do it look at the Cross. 

Jesus gave his all for us. 

Let us be perfectly clear:  Jesus wants us to give our all to him! 

 

Ignite Your Faith is a great name for our initiative. 

The first word, “Ignite,” presumes that there is a fire, 

    that the way that we believe in Jesus  

    and the way we put our beliefs into practice 

  is somehow like a fire. 

It needs a spark. 

Then it has to flame up. 

Then it is supposed to burn bigger and brighter. 

 

The “Ignite” of Ignite Your Faith is based on two gospels texts: 

  something Jesus said when he began his preaching with the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5-7), 

    and today’s gospel (Mt 25:1-13). 

One of the first things that Jesus ever said was: 

  “People don’t light a lamp and put it under a bushel basket” (paraphrase, Mt 5:15a). 

  “The lamp is put up on a stand to give light to all in the house” (paraphrase, Mt 5:5:15b). 

  “Just so, your light must shine” (Mt 5:16a). 

 

Jesus did not say, “I hope that you get around to lighting your light someday,” 

  or, “Once you get your light lit, it is OK to have the dimmer switch set a little low,” 

  or, “You have can have your light on for part of the day, 

    but it is OK to turn your light off other times during the day.” 
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Jesus said, “Your light MUST shine” (Mt 5:16). 

This is not optional. 

It is a requirement, a demand, 

  and I would do you a huge disservice if I soft-pedalled this. 

This is not about flickering. 

This is not about being on low-beam. 

It is about every one of us being bright lights, 

  about every one of us shining. 

 

And then we have today’s gospel. 

Jesus says, “Keep your lamps trimmed and burning” (paraphrase, Mt 25:7). 

Here we go again:  lamps, burning, light, shining. 

There is a major connection between what Jesus said earlier 

  and what he says in today’s gospel. 

 

Previously Jesus said, “Your light must shine before others” (Mt 5:16). 

 

So we have a big questions, “If Jesus wants our lights to shine, 

    how do we become flood lights?” 

“How do we take our dimmer switch, wherever it might be, 

    and move it all the way to the top setting?” 

 

Jesus has an answer for us. 

The way that our lights shine is by our “good deeds” (Mt 5:16). 

This might be about quality:  better good deeds; 

  or it might be about quantity:  more good deeds. 

 

Faith in action shows itself in good deeds (see Jas 2:17,22,26): 

  doing the best we can with our God-given talents (Mt 25:14-30); 

  feeding the hungry, taking care of the sick (Mt 25:35,36); 

  with our patience and kindness (1 Cor 13:4), 

    politeness, self-control, anger management, and truthfulness (1 Cor 13:5,6). 

 

Jesus recognized that it is very hard to keep a light shining brightly, 

  and he had some very important advice: 

  “Keep your lamps trimmed and burning” (paraphrase, Mt 25:7). 

 

2000 years ago there was no electricity. 

People used oil lamps in their homes  

  and torches in big building or to walk along the road at night. 

 

Two things were necessary for the light: 

  something burnable and some form of fuel. 

When it comes to an oil lamp, 

  there is a wick, a little cord or a thread. 

It looks like a piece of white yarn. 
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For torches, it usually was a rag or two tied on the end of a pole. 

The fuel was oil,  

    not our usual forms of oil like gasoline, fuel oil, or kerosene, 

  but olive oil. 

 

When a wick is lit, and after it burns for a while, 

  the white material on the end gets charred with ash and soot, 

    and when the end is partly or mostly covered with these dirty substances, 

  the lamp gives off more smoke and less light. 

So periodically, it was necessary to trim the dark soot off 

  so the wick, all clean, could burn brightly again. 

 

Jesus is a master at the parable, and he is using figures of speech. 

The wick represents you and me. 

We are shining white at the beginning, 

  when we are born, when we are baptized. 

But then over time, we commit sins, 

  and the end our wicks gets burnt and charred, 

  and we don’t give off near the light that we used to, 

    not near as much light as we could. 

 

So Jesus says, “Keep your lamps trimmed” (paraphrase, Mt 25:7). 

Our sins are like dimmer switches on our lights. 

When we sin, our lights flicker and give off a lot of smoke. 

We have to trim away the char and soot. 

We have to cut back our selfishness and pride, our anger and lust. 

We have to shave sin out of our lives. 

Then we will be clean and our lights will shine brightly again. 

 

There is another key element in the parable:  the fuel. 

Remember, the fuel in this gospel is olive oil. 

Today, we use gas tanks. 

Back then, they used oil flasks, 

  not particularly large, maybe a gallon or so, 

    made of leather, easily carried. 

 

But remember, this is a parable, and Jesus is using figures of speech. 

The wick stands for one thing, and the oil stands for something else. 

 

What might the oil represent? 

The answer is stated clearly in the first gospel about light. 

When the lamp goes on the stand, 

  maybe you remember what makes a person’s light shine brightly before others. 

It is a person’s good deeds. 

The oil represents our good deeds. 
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And then there are the flasks. 

These days we use gas tanks. 

Back then they used flasks, stone or clay jars, leather bags, 

  that held reserve olive oil. 

The flask represents of all of the good deeds  

  that a person has accumulated over the course of lifetime. 

 

So when it comes to our good deeds, 

    the better that our good deeds are, 

    and the more good deeds that we do, 

  and the more oil we will have in our flasks. 

 

Every time that we are patient or kind, drops of oil get added to our flask (1 Cor 13:4). 

Whenever we pray, study our faith, are generous, or share our beliefs with someone else, 

  (see Kelly, M., The Four Signs of a Dynamic Catholic), 

  in each instance we add drops of oil to our flasks. 

 

This is not only about shining brightly before others in this life, 

  it is also about being prepared to enter the next life. 

On the day that you die, and the die that I die, 

  we do not want to appear before Jesus at the Gate of Heaven 

    with an empty flask, or a partially-full flask. 

I want to stand before Jesus with a flask of oil as full as it can be. 

 

There is another crucial thing that we need to realize about Judgment Day. 

When we stand before Jesus at the end (Mt 25:31-32), 

  we will not be allowed to use someone else’s oil. 

Jesus is not going to be checking somebody else’s flask, 

  he is going to be checking our flask. 

This is why the wise virgins in the gospel who had full flasks (Mt 25:4)  

    did not share with the ones who ran out (Mt 25:9), 

  not because they were selfish,  

    but because good deeds cannot be transferred to another person. 

Each of us will have to stand on our own merit. 

Each of us has to do our own good deeds. 

People cannot do them for us. 

 

Remember, OK is not OK, 

However bright we are shining now, Jesus wants increased brightness. 

However many good deeds we have done, Jesus wants better or more. 

No matter how full our flask may be right now, it can get fuller. 

It is our firm hope that on the day that Jesus comes, 

  he will be pleased with how our lights shined while we were on earth, 

  and that, with flasks mostly full of oil, 

  that Jesus will invite us to share eternal light with him for all eternity. 


