PAGE  
2

Hear What the Spirit Is Saying to God’s People
The Episcopal Church of All Saints, Indianapolis
Proper 23, Year A, October 12, 2008
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Matthew 22:1-14: Once more Jesus spoke to the people in parables, saying: "The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who gave a wedding banquet for his son. He sent his slaves to call those who had been invited to the wedding banquet, but they would not come. Again he sent other slaves, saying, `Tell those who have been invited: Look, I have prepared my dinner, my oxen and my fat calves have been slaughtered, and everything is ready; come to the wedding banquet.' But they made light of it and went away, one to his farm, another to his business, while the rest seized his slaves, mistreated them, and killed them. The king was enraged. He sent his troops, destroyed those murderers, and burned their city. Then he said to his slaves, `The wedding is ready, but those invited were not worthy. Go therefore into the main streets, and invite everyone you find to the wedding banquet.' Those slaves went out into the streets and gathered all whom they found, both good and bad; so the wedding hall was filled with guests. But when the king came in to see the guests, he noticed a man there who was not wearing a wedding robe, and he said to him, `Friend, how did you get in here without a wedding robe?' And he was speechless. Then the king said to the attendants, `Bind him hand and foot, and throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.' For many are called, but few are chosen."

Give me a moment while I check out everybody’s attire…. If I don’t approve, get ready for our greeters to throw you into outer darkness. 
I’ll bet you don’t believe I’m serious. You’re right. I’m not. And I hope you’re wondering how anybody can get too serious about this parable. Sure, parables are a bit peculiar and exaggerated, but this one breaks the mould.

People don’t usually commit murder when they’re invited to a fabulous party. People who throw parties don’t typically have time to mobilize their military and destroy an entire city while they’re waiting for their guests to show up. And if somebody unexpectedly drags you in off the street, you don’t usually get in trouble for not having worn your tuxedo that day. 
It sounds like the “Brave Heart” version of “Top Chef,” followed by “Project Runway.” “One day you’re in; the next day you’re out.” Even if Mel Gibson himself turned in a script like this, his producers would send it back and ask for a rewrite. So how does Jesus, a preacher of nonviolence, wind up telling a story like this?
Here’s one answer, and it’s backed by most Bible scholars these days: Maybe this story went through several editions. After all, there are other, simpler versions that fit Jesus’ message better. In Luke (14:16-24), some anonymous person throws a dinner party, the invited guests don’t show up, so the host invites the most vulnerable people in town instead—no murders, no massacres, nobody’s thrown out, the only people who don’t get to eat are the ones who didn’t want to. No bizarre twists in that story!
But it seems that Matthew’s community is trying to make sense of current events. They’re perplexed that most of Jesus’ own people aren’t joining their movement any more. And now they’ve just heard how the Judeans revolted against Rome and how Rome crushed the rebellion and destroyed Jerusalem completely. They believe this would not have happened if most people had followed Jesus’ peaceful way. So they retell this parable to say that people who sow violence will reap violence. After all, Jesus said that too. Why not put it in the story? 
Then they notice that many of the non-Jewish brothers and sisters are feeling a little smug—Those Jews should have listened the way we did. So they toss in the bit about the wedding garment to say, “Don’t play ‘I told you so’. Don’t take things for granted.” Jesus said things like that all the time too, so once again, why not put it in the story?
It was a common practice back then, and a fairly innocent one—you find new meanings in an old story, you believe your new insights came from the risen Jesus himself, so you transport your new insights back into the original story. It was just a way to tell the whole truth about a teaching with the benefit of hindsight. It wasn’t fraudulent. Of course people back then had no idea that it would drive historians crazy today.
I can buy that explanation. This is a story Jesus told, passed on and updated by people who were still listening for what the risen Jesus had to say to them. But we’re not trying to be historians right now. We don’t have to get too hung up on what came first and what came later. We’re here to pass on a story that Jesus told and that Jesus lived, and we’re still listening for what the risen Jesus says to us. In some of our newer services, instead of ending our lessons with “The Word of the Lord,” we say “Hear what the Spirit is saying to God’s people.” That’s what we need to do now. Hear what the Spirit is saying to God’s people.
One of the things God’s Spirit has been saying all along, before and after Jesus, is that God keeps inviting all of us, “the good and the bad,” to “a banquet prepared from the foundation of the world.” We hear echoes of Isaiah’s vision: Someday God “will make for all peoples a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged wines … And he will destroy on this mountain the shroud that is cast over all peoples, the sheet that is spread over all nations; he will swallow up death forever.” We hear echoes of Psalm 23, “You spread a table before me in the presence of those who trouble me.” We’ve heard how Jesus not only talked about dinner parties but kept throwing a few of his own, and how he kept inviting all the people you’re not supposed to invite. 
And now we’re throwing the dinner party Jesus told us to keep throwing. We’ve come to believe that, in a way, that party itself is God with us, not bye and bye, not back then, but right now. And we’re still inviting all the people you’re not supposed to invite—or at least we’d better be. Hear what the Spirit is saying to God’s people.
So what is the Spirit saying about that angry king? Our Bible is of course full of stories about God as a mighty king who just might show up and kick a few behinds. But at this dinner party we worship a God who rules from a cross—a God who conquers our violence simply by enduring it and outlasting it. That’s what real power is. That’s what it means to be almighty—to be all enduring and all embracing no matter what others try. 
So now we know: All the violence in the world comes from its refusal of God’s invitation. It may look like God is giving up on us, but actually, it’s us giving up on God. It’s us breaking God’s very body. And what does God do about that? God keeps inviting us to another way. God gives our broken body back to us and makes us one in this very dinner party. Hear what the Spirit is saying to God’s people.
Now about that wedding garment—that’s all about our Baptismal vows. St. Paul says, “As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ” (Gal. 3:27). We’ve been clothed with compassion, kindness, humility, vulnerability and patience (Col. 3:12). This fabulous banquet is also a fabulous makeover. When we come to God’s table, we come as we are, but we also come as people who are letting God remake us through our Baptismal vows. 

Each one of us gets a complimentary wedding garment. The problem is, we keep showing up without it. Instead of bringing compassion, kindness, humility, vulnerability and patience, we bring the opposite: backbiting, factions, and grade sheets for the altar party’s choreography. We start thinking this banquet was thrown for us, not for everybody else too. When we’re sent out we think the party’s over and that we don’t have to keep welcoming people that way God welcomes us. We stop inviting all the people you’re not supposed to invite. Now if that’s how we are, and if we’re pretty satisfied with it, who needs a king to throw us into outer darkness? That’s where we’ve already decided to live! We don’t need anybody else to put us there. Hear what the Spirit is saying to God’s people.
So what if that’s where you find yourself? Maybe you’ve heard the invitation to a banquet for everybody. You look over at the person you’ve heard was saying spiteful things about you and you decide, “If I have to sit down with that person I’d just as soon stay home.” So that’s where you are now, spiritually speaking. You’ve put yourself into outer darkness. What’s next?

What’s next is that invitation that shows up again in your mailbox. You’re invited to a fabulous feast and promised a fabulous makeover. Maybe this time you realize that outer darkness is a really boring place to live, so you show up. And maybe this time you volunteer to sit down by that person who said those spiteful things about you. And maybe this time that person turns to you and says, “You know, I was a jerk the other day when I was talking about you. Can we start over?” 

Maybe that will all happen this time—or not. But if not, you’ll find another invitation tomorrow, and the day after that, and the day after that. If you want to see anything different happen, you might as well show up.
You did show up today, or at least you’re in the room. In a few minutes you’ll hear the words, “The gifts of God for the people of God. Take them in remembrance that Christ died for you, and feed on him in your hearts, by faith, with thanksgiving.” That’s today’s invitation to a fabulous feast and a fabulous makeover. It’s just possible that today something different might happen.

Hear what the Spirit is saying to God’s people.
