17th Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 9.9.11
Scripture:	Philippians 4:1-9
		Matthew 22:1-14

Now is when I do the magical thing that makes this reading easier to take.  
The article I took the last couple weeks away to work on I’m nearly done with.  It’s for Journal for Preachers, a professional journal I’ve submitted sermons to in the past.  Last spring, the editor was in touch to see if I’d write the piece that would introduce the Easter 2012 edition entitled, “Preaching the Easter Texts.”  The point of it is to offer something of use to preachers approaching the seven Sundays of that season and these very familiar texts that, though familiar, should also, as they did those earliest hearers of them, blow our minds. 
This, I thought, would be the hard part.  But the task that came prior to this was hard, too: that is, narrowing down the readings I’d consider.  The season of Easter is a huge grab-bag of scriptural lessons: its seven Sundays and the additional Day of Ascension (always the Thursday between the sixth and seventh Sundays of the season) serve up a possible 42 readings.  One approach, then, is to find the theme for each Sunday that all the readings seem to point to.  But I don’t preach on themes, I preach on stories—because I find themes yield truisms while stories, properly considered, can reveal truth.  Unless, of course, you try to consider 42 of them at once, in which case you wind up with a heaping plateful of confused nonsense.
So I tried to impose some order on my choosing: I’d consider all the gospel texts, but then a reading from Acts would be just too plump to pass by.  So, I’d focus on Acts, but then Jesus according to Luke, resurrected and apparently now hungry, would causally eat a piece of fish and I just had to figure what that was about.  So, I cut an erratic course through the season, figuring I could account for it somehow in a brief introduction—which I managed to do.  “I’ve chosen the lectionary texts,” I wrote, “one for each of the seven Sundays of Easter, that seem most to have chosen me: to have called to me like a toy that beckons a child across a well-stocked playroom to come and play and learn what it has to teach.”  
I’ve seen my children do this, of course, especially when they were younger—come into a playroom (their own or at a friend’s house or in their nursery schools) and make a bee-line for some random thing.  Why did they choose this in favor of everything else here—this truck, this set of blocks, this stuffed animal?  Who knows?  Not even they could tell you if you asked them (and not just because they were preverbal).  But I’ve read about this too, in books about play theory and Godly Play and in a favorite book about preaching that applies play theory to the task of preaching.  Children learn about the world by playing with its offerings.  Watch that toddler grasp for the wooden spoon.  It’s not that she has to stir something.  It’s that she needs to figure out what sort of thing that could be.  If you let go of it, it falls and then dances for a moment on the floor.  If you put it in your mouth, it doesn’t really fit and is dry and rough.  If you smack it against the counter, it makes a smacking sound.  Ooh.  Do that again.  That’s great!  If you smack it against your head, it hurts so you stay away from things like that, at least until you know better what good it is.    
When I read Jesus’ words for us this morning, I remembered my children hurting themselves in play because they couldn’t manage the thing they were playing with—they didn’t know what good purpose to put it to.  Toby once gagged himself on his little spoon because he shoved it further into his mouth rather than taking it out.  Jack once poked himself in the eye with his own otherwise fun fingers, and then looked at me accusingly:  why had I done this to him?  So, here we are with something whose good purpose we perhaps struggle to know—Jesus speaking once more to the people in parables, saying, “The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king…”  And, you might have noticed, it’s quite a king.
It might help to consider Luke’s version of this same story, for it’s quite different.  There, the spur for Jesus telling it, the so-called Parable of the Great Dinner, is being himself at a dinner party, celebrating the Sabbath at a Pharisee’s house where one of the guests made the blithe comment, “Blessed is anyone who will eat bread in the kingdom of God!”  This guest was likely assuming that everyone at that table would be among those to eat such bread amidst such a lofty place.  He was likely assuming this was especially so regarding the Pharisee host, he who was surely a most upright and law-abiding man.  And what he was likely assuming was exactly the spur that got Jesus to tell this story—to set such assumptions about who was beloved and who was less so upside down. “Someone gave a great dinner and invited many,” he began.  Unlike in Matthew, it apparently wasn’t a parable about the kingdom of heaven and it apparently wasn’t a king hosting a wedding feast for his son: it was just a man who’d invited many guests to his table.  
That none of those invited came is something the two versions—Matthew’s and Luke’s—agree on.  That those invited came up with excuses for their not coming is another thing they have in common.  That the host then eventually had his servant invite people in from the streets is the third thing they have in common, though Luke characteristically emphasizes the surprising quality of people now included—the poor, the crippled, the blind and the lame.  Luke’s version also mentions that some seats were still empty even after bringing in anyone who’d come from the city streets, so the host has his slave go out into the roads and lanes to compel people to come in, “so that my house may be filled.”  And the final word gets to Jesus’ point in telling the story, “For I tell you, none of those who were invited will taste my dinner.”
And, you know, this probably did put a damper on dinner.  Yes, it probably was that the righteous people with whom Jesus celebrated the Sabbath were turned off by the inappropriate story-telling of this provocative guest.  But so it probably is, too, that we can get behind this story.  I imagine we like the host of Jesus’ story—he who wants every seat to be filled, especially if he is taken to be God.  I imagine we can get with a God who wants his kingdom to be filled and so will make it inviting for us to take him up on his offer.
But we’re not worshiping with Luke’s story in play this morning.  It’s Matthew’s turn to tell the story, and its differences begin with the context.  According to Matthew, Jesus spoke of a great dinner later on in his life and ministry, in the last week of these in fact.  When it’s time to tell this story, Jesus has entered Jerusalem, has entered the Temple, has entered the final week of his life—and it’s as if a storm is gathering around him, organizing around him as the low pressure point.  
And perhaps it’s begun to get to him; perhaps especially the Pharisees have begun to get to him at this point.  Their hypocrisy!  Their self-righteousness! I know it would get to me.  So maybe this explains it—why just a few moments earlier Jesus killed a fig tree for its not putting forth good fruit; why immediately following this, though keeping his cool, he sparred with the religious authorities about whether John’s baptism was from God or of human origin.  Then came two quite prickly tales, the second of which is this one, “The Great Dinner.” 
As I’ve said a lot recently, parables are particular types of story that we often mistakenly read allegorically—which is to say we often look for direct parallels between the world of the story and the “real world.”  But parables often suffer under such simplistic readings.  There’s something about the story itself that needs to be considered whole and on its own terms.  There’s an integrity there such that the story needs to be entered rather than held at arm’s length and—worse—taken apart to figure out what it “really means.”
But these two stories—of the landowner and his wicked tenants (which I think Rick preached on last week), and the king and his ungrateful dinner guests—don’t hold together like the parables we’ve spent some time with recently.  It makes sense that a woman who, having lost her only coin, would search her house diligently until she found it.  It’s surprising then that she would be have a big party having found it, but it’s not ridiculous.  It makes sense that a landowner would have his workers plant good seed in his field but then that an enemy would come and plant weeds among the wheat.  It’s surprising that the landowner would then tell the workers not to pull up the weeds because that would put the wheat at risk, but it’s not ridiculous.  Unlike these earlier stories, though, these stories from later in Jesus’ life and ministry—and particularly the one we read this morning—just don’t hold together.
The first few verses do, which is to say the things we find also in Luke’s version.  That a king is hosting a wedding banquet for his son, that the slaves of the king go out to gather all who’d been invited, but that none of them come because they make light of the event and make up excuses for missing it—these are strange circumstances but not absurd ones.  Then things take a turn, though, and a not surprising one but a ridiculous one—that some who’d been invited seized the slaves, and mistreated them, and then murdered them, so that the king sent his troops and destroyed the murderers and burned their city.  Really, this just doesn’t make sense if this story is a parable: it’s just too absurd, it’s just too unrealistic.  
The only way this can make sense is if we understand it as an allegory—that the king is God; that the slaves sent to bring the original guests in are the prophets who were indeed seized, mistreated and sometimes even killed; that the ungrateful guests are the religious authorities of Jesus’ day; and that the king’s troops are the Roman army of Matthew’s day who did indeed sack Jerusalem, did indeed destroy the Temple and did indeed sometimes kill their nation’s leaders which were the likes of the Pharisees.  
That the Roman army is rendered in Jesus’ allegory according to Matthew as the king’s troops, which is to say God’s troops, might surprise us.  That the burning down of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple are taken as the king’s doing, which is to say God’s doing, might shock us.  Why would God will the destruction of the Temple?  Why would God advocate the sacking of the city of David?  
“Matthew” is singular among the gospel writers because he seems especially concerned with Jesus’ critique of the religious establishment, something he seems to play up.  That Jesus critiqued religious authorities, that he was such critique embodied, is beyond question, is a matter of course.  But Matthew’s gospel seems especially to relish in the idea that Jesus came, sent by God, to dismantle this corrupt institution and to establish something else in its place.  For this reason, this writer is usually taken to have been an observant Jew who took seriously such authority as the Pharisees and chief priests held.  He wanted them to live up to their call and responsibility, and when they didn’t—when they seemed eager to compromise with imperial authority, or when they enforced the Law more strictly for some than for others (or for they themselves), or when they used the Law more to keep certain people in their place than to allow for all God’s people to be right with God—Matthew’s gospel becomes especially barbed.  Matthew’s Jesus is especially provocative of the Pharisees.  Matthew’s Pharisees are especially egregious.  Unlike Luke, a Gentile who had little at stake in the question of whether Jews would accept Jesus or not, Matthew was a Jew who didn’t want his own people to come down on what he saw as the wrong side of the Jesus question, and he certainly didn’t approve of them even by proxy wielding the hammer and the nails.  So, unlike Luke, who was more concerned with social and economic justice, Matthew’s concerns were more about religious righteousness, more about whom God would judge righteous and who would be condemned. 
All of this might well soften this reading to our hearing.  That what we hear is as much our gospel writer’s agenda as it was Jesus’ agenda might put us somewhat at ease.  I might have managed that magic trick that makes this reading easier to take—but if I did so, it was with ambivalence, because I think it’s sort of a cheap trick.  
The historical-critical method of studying scripture, this which became possible around the turn of the 20th century and which hardened the line dividing modernist readers of scripture from fundamentalists, is a method I’m somewhat trained in and is a method I very much appreciate.  Knowing the context of who was writing what; knowing the way by which we came to have what have of ancient scripture; knowing that the writers, redactors and editors of the Bible were many, many in number and spanned hundreds of years of time, and so brought their own concerns and agendas to the texts at hand; knowing that the same story has varying versions and being allowed, even encouraged, to hold them in contrast in order to understand: this is all to the good.  But so too is simply taking seriously the words that we have on the page in front of us.  And it’s not playing fair to do this with the stories of scripture we can take whole while deconstructing in the name of “getting to the truth” the ones we can’t.
But all of this comes to nothing at this—this, the way Jesus ends his story; this, which I can neither explain nor excuse; this, that 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 on?”  This “friend” was speechless, of course.  Why would he have a wedding robe on?  He’d just been out on the street going about his day, totally unaware that he’d end up attending a wedding feast.  But, if he was understandably speechless, the king wasn’t.  He said to his attendants, “Bind him hand and foot, and throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping a gnashing of teeth.  For many are called, but few are chosen.”  
All of my little preaching sleight-of-hand tricks come to nothing at this because I don’t know what allegorical equation the wedding robe fits into.  Will God really quibble over what we’re wearing, over what we’re even figuratively wearing?  Amidst the rubble that is Jerusalem, was Matthew really concerned with the peoples’ appearance?  More to the point, what does this mean for us?    
It doesn’t happen very often that Jesus says something acerbic and so we turn to Paul for some soothing.  Usually it’s the other way around.  But this morning, Paul, in his advocating that the Philippians, and by extension the whole church, rejoice in the Lord always, offers us perhaps the sort of wedding robe we’d enjoy wearing and Jesus intends for us and Matthew advocates and even the king at this feast would approve of.  Yes, perhaps letting our gentleness be known and not worrying about anything but trusting that the Lord is near even amidst trying circumstances: perhaps this is the sort wedding robe we’re to clothe ourselves.  Perhaps being acceptable to the Lord is about dwelling in the kingdom of the Lord even as we live amidst the kingdoms of this world.
I don’t know.  And this is the problem with allegory: you get the feeling you’re supposed to understand something specific but you’re left guessing as to what those specifics are.  And in the case of this allegory, the stakes seem pretty high.  So here’s yet another option: that whatever is true, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things.  If the gospel story freaks you out, think about the psalm.  If the prayer of confession is distressing, pray in Paul’s words.  The life of faith is long, and the stories and words of faith are plentiful.  If this one hurts to play with, pick up something else and see what it has to teach you.  Keep on doing these things that we’ve learned and received and heard and seen, and the God of peace will be with us all.
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