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A STRANGE STORY

Let’s party! Is there anyone here who doesn’t like a party? Well, if the party is like the one at the base of Mount Sinai when the people partied around the Golden Calf, I know I shouldn’t attend. If the party is in the apartment above me, I wouldn’t like it. And if the party is hosted in our house by our teenager when we are out of town, we wouldn’t like it. And if there is a great party but I am not invited, then I wouldn’t like it.

I do like wedding parties, though. Some of the best parties occur around weddings. When I am invited to perform a wedding ceremony, I am assured of at least two great parties involving meals where I can walk out and leave the check for someone else. I can even pull my feelings off of my sleeve when the bride and groom ask, “We’ve booked the place for the reception, selected the photographer and reserved the sanctuary. Now, are you available on this date to perform the wedding?” I can swallow my hurt feelings for some free party food!


We know weddings and the parties accompanying them, but this parable today in Matthew is not like any party we have ever attended! This is a wedding reception and banquet for the son of a king. Large amounts of beef and veal have been prepared. Guests are invited. Who refuses the invitation to a royal wedding? These do! The king gives the invitation a second time. No king invites people a second time, literally begging them to come to this party. And yet, this king does! 

They say they need to go to work. They are too busy for a party. Jesus says, “They made light of it.” (22:5). Then the story goes off the deep end. They literally shoot the messengers!

The king finally loses patience with these stubborn citizens. While the beef and veal are still warm on the banquet table, the king launches an attack on their city, which is really his city. No king burns down a city while the food is still on the table for a wedding party. Yet, this king does!


The king sends his servants out again to bring in common people—people of the land, marginal people, good and bad people—to the feast still waiting to begin. No king lowers himself to this level just to fill the rented hall and to eat the prepared food. Yet, this king does!


Sometimes a story is not just a story. Sometimes a story has an edge to it—like this one. Remember that Jesus tells this story on Monday of Holy Week. He’s in the temple and answering the chief priests, elders and Pharisees there in Jerusalem by posing questions and stories. They have quizzed Jesus on his authority: “By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?” (21:23).

When Jesus tells this story, the members of Matthew’s church could identify every character in this allegory. The king is God who has a son, Jesus. The banquet is the rule of God that Jesus announces and brings. (By the way, one of my favorite parts of the Bible is the consistent theme that where God rules, we find a banquet. I like this kind of God!). The invitation is Jesus’ call to enter God’s rule through trust and faith. Jesus is in a long line of prophets who have served as messengers for the Lord, and many of those messengers have been seized, mistreated and even killed. Those who reject the invitation discover their city destroyed by troops. Who could not read this story and not think of Jerusalem being destroyed by Roman troops in 70 C.E., just forty years after Jesus tells this story? 

Not only this story but the two previous stories on this Monday—the story of the father with two sons and the story of the owner of a vineyard—are about God inviting others to join the God Movement since the religious leaders in Jerusalem refuse the invitation. God invites the good and the bad—religious leaders and righteous lay persons as well as tax-collectors and prostitutes. On that Monday in Jerusalem, Jesus’ story has a lot of bite for those who hear it. Even though this is like no wedding we have ever attended, we can understand the story when we substitute real persons for the characters in the story. 

THE SPEECHLESS GUEST


And then the story becomes even stranger. The food is exquisite. The band plays all the song requests. The bride and groom plaster cake in each other’s faces and greet each guest. Everyone has a royal time. 

Then we hear the word “but!”: “But when the king came in to see the guests, he noticed a man there who was not wearing a wedding robe.” (22:11). This guy is just reclining with others at table and munching on fresh veal and drinking wine. “Buster,” (“Buster” is a better translation than the warmer term “friend.”), “Buster, how did you get in here without a wedding robe?” (22:12).  Apparently everyone else was able to dress up for the occasion, and here is Buster in normal street clothes you wear on Casual Friday and not the elegant robes for a royal wedding. 


Jesus says, “And he was speechless” (22:12). Speechless. He had nothing to say. I can imagine him shrugging his shoulders and holding up the palms of his hands in that universal language that communicates, “I don’t know!” When addressed directly by the king, he has nothing to say—no testimony, no “Thank you!” Nothing. Nada. Zip. 

Then the king shouts, “‘Bind him hand and foot, and throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’” (Matthew loves this phrase about outer darkness, weeping and gnashing.) Jesus concludes the story with, “For many are called, but few are chosen.” (22:13-14).


It’s easy to name those religious leaders in Jesus’ day and point out how hypocritical and wrong they were. The Christian church has been vilifying and disparaging those Jewish leaders for two thousand years. Who, though, is this invited yet improperly dressed guest? I believe both Jesus and Matthew have added this guest to the story so that we will stop pointing our fingers at others and instead see ourselves in this story. Why is this man dressed improperly and how could he possibly relate to us today?

In the Bible clothes are often the symbol for personal character. Paul tells us in Galatians 3:27 that in baptism you have “clothed yourselves” in Christ’s character as well as a white robe. Buster has answered Jesus’ invitation to join the party, has joined the wedding feast of God, but he has not let the grace and love to change his character in any way. And he has nothing at all to say about it. He has no testimony on what the Lord has done for him. He has nothing to sing about. Barbara Brown Taylor tells us, “The underdressed guest’s mistake was not that he showed up in shorts. It was that he showed up short on righteousness and thought no one would notice, least of all the king.”1

So his judgment is that he is tied up and thrown out where it is hell on earth. If we use our imaginations rather than literal interpretations of this story, perhaps the king’s musclemen don’t have to tie him up and throw him out. If he has not allowed the gracious invitation to change him in any way, then he never really joined the party in the first place. He never really left the outer darkness for the party’s light. He never let the Gracious Master free him from the habits and prejudices and fears that already bind him. He is thrown into what he has never really left. And he has nothing to say to the Gracious King.

When Jesus told this story on Monday of his last week in Jerusalem, everyone knew the names of each character. And on some Sunday morning after 70 C.E. when someone stood up in Matthew’s church and recalled this story, everyone knew that the warning was to each person to put on the clothes of Christ as they promised at their baptism. When we hear this story on October 9, 2011, in Vienna, Virginia, we are told that grace is not cheap and that the invitation is not to be presumed. 
THE GOSPEL STORY


One commentator I read this week writes, “The parable of the Wedding Banquet is a summary account of a central theological teaching found in all of Scripture.” 2 Jesus and Matthew tell a very strange story to teach us what the Good News is all about. What does it teach us? Some may think the story teaches us that the Lord invites everyone to the party, but if you do not respond and follow all the commandments, an angry God will throw you into hell forever where you will wail and gnash your teeth. Well, I don’t think that is the truth of the Gospel. 


Here in this parable I believe we hear at least two Gospel truths we can find throughout the Bible. The first truth of the story is that Divine Graciousness issues an invitation through Jesus: “Let’s party!” The banquet hall is reserved and ready, the food is on the table, the guest list is so long it includes everybody—the good and the bad. When I was growing up, I though the message of God through Jesus was, “If it’s fun, stop doing that!” I thought the message of God was basically, “No!” In Jesus’ story, however, the message is basically, “Yes!” as in, “Hold on there. Let me check the guest list. Just a minute. Oh, here it is! Yes, you’re invited! Come on in! Let’s party!” The enduring truth of Jesus’ stories is that this God loves to party and has invited all of us—yes, all of us—good and bad.


The second truth of Jesus’ story is that we have such a hard time believing the first enduring truth of this story. We keep bringing up excuses why we are not really invited or why we are not good enough to be invited or why we don’t have the right clothes to come to the party. Jesus says, “Come as you are but, if you join the party, I promise you won’t remain as you are.” We too often stand outside party headquarters thinking we are not worthy to come in. We stand in outer darkness, bound up in all of our own stuff, weeping and gnashing our teeth in the pain of thinking we are not worthy of being loved this much. 

You know what hell is? Hell is not about devils and pitchforks and July heat all year-round. Hell is living as if we are not loved and not wanted and not invited to God’s party. Hell, you see, is living in untruth; for Jesus says that we are loved, we are wanted and we are invited—just as we are. And when we accept our acceptance by Divine Graciousness, we will joyfully and willingly put on the wedding garments of Christ’s character and blend in with the rest of the invited guests. And we will not be speechless. When approached by the King, we will gladly say, “Thank you. Thank you for inviting me to your party! Your invitation is changing how I view myself and changing me to become more like a child of the king.” 

Jesus, the son of the King, opens his arms and says, “Welcome! Welcome to God’s party. Won’t you join the celebration? Let’s party!”
HYMN: Celebrate the Lord of Love
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