Get Ready to Party!
Sermon for October 11, 2020
Isaiah 25:1-9 and Matthew 22:1-14
The Kingdom of God is a party! Again and again, Jesus tells us that the kingdom of heaven may be likened to a banquet, or a feast, or some other kind of party. In today’s story, we hear about a king throwing a wedding banquet for his son.
Planning a party is tricky. You have to pick a day and time that is convenient for your guests, or perhaps if you’re the king, you can presume that people will adjust their plans to suit you. Then you have to guess how many people will show up. It’s bad to have too much food, but so much worse to run out. I’m on a conference organizing committee, and the biggest complaints come if we run out of coffee in the morning or beer in the evening! So it’s best to err on the side of having too much.
That’s what the king did in this parable. It was conventional in that era to send out a sort of “save the date” invitation, and then a second invitation when the wedding was actually happening. The king sent out his first invitations, then prepared a feast suitable for hundreds of people. The messengers go out. “Come to the party! Everything is ready! Food, fun, and time with royalty! Come to the party!” The response: “Ah, I’m too busy. Maybe some other time.” Or worse—some people killed the messengers! Well, refusing an invitation from the king was tantamount to treason, so I guess they figured they might as well add murder to the list of their crimes.
What to do? The king had all this food prepared for his hand-picked guests, and none of them came. Well, someone had to eat it. So he sends out the messengers again. “Come to the party! Free food! Free wine! Come see the king!” They call to anyone and everyone. Success! The food won’t go to waste, and the king’s son can be properly honored.
This parable comes in the midst of a discussion Jesus is having with chief priests, elders, Pharisees, and Sadducees. He has already had his triumphal entry on what we call Palm Sunday, and cleansed the Temple of moneychangers. He told a couple parables that were not-so-subtle swipes at the religious establishment, those who claim to worship God but do not do God’s will.
The parable goes on a bit. The king finds someone at the party without a wedding robe and throws him out. Now, you might be thinking, Of course he didn’t have a wedding robe—the king’s servants found him on the streets. Again we need to know a bit about the culture. For a normal wedding, people might have their own wedding robe, a special garment held in reserve the way some men today have a suit they only bring out for weddings and funerals. But a king’s wedding banquet was different. He would have provided the wedding robe. I imagine there was a wedding coordinator planning every last detail, and just as the bride today chooses the bridesmaid’s dresses, the guests would wear what the king said to wear.
So there are two parts to the parable. One is, come to the party! The other is, once you’re here, act like you belong.
We all know that Christian churches in America are on the decline. Attendance and membership have been declining for decades. Who isn’t here?
We hear all the time about those who are “spiritual but not religious.” People who describe themselves that way believe spirituality is a personal matter, just between them and God (or the universe, or Nature, or whatever their concept of the divine is). Spiritually is not something to be discussed, but rather explored personally. Most spiritual-but-not-religious people cut a new path to God by combining ideas from different traditions. They skew younger, such as the much-maligned Millennials, who are supposedly ruining everything, and Generation Z, who are in high school or college now.
But that’s not all. I think the spiritual-but-not-religious trend is a continuation of other trends. Another big group who is not here today are those who “love Jesus but not the church.” Perhaps they were once active in a church, or at least they consider themselves Christian. Yet they see churches filled with hypocrites. They read about all of the sexual abuse scandals, in many denominations. Or maybe they were victims, directly indirectly, of abuse, harassment, bullying, or other misbehavior within a church. They see several Baptist churches in the same town because they can’t agree with each other, multiple Presbyterian denominations who can’t agree with each other, so many people who claim to love the same God but can’t love each other. They are disenchanted with institutions, and the internal politics and power structures that come with them. Or, they get turned off by the political statements made by church leaders, whether from the right or the left. This group skews older, from Gen Xers like me up through Baby Boomers. Women in this group also outnumber men 2:1, which makes me think that the male-dominated hierarchy in so many churches turns women away.
For many people outside the church, though, churches are just irrelevant. Churches are no longer essential parts of our culture. Why do people join a church? To belong to a group, and to worship God. Well, there are plenty of other groups to belong to, and God doesn’t live in church buildings. Many people say they can worship God better in nature. If they want to find like-minded people, there are plenty of clubs to join, plenty of organizations doing interesting things. You want to help the homeless? Don’t come here, go to The Mission. You want to help other poor families in Rolla? Don’t come here, go to GRACE, or the Community Partnership.
We must do a better job of being relevant. But once we are relevant, there is still an invisible barrier: expectations. What will a person encounter when they walk through those doors? I know, and you all know, but they don’t know. Far and away the most common reason someone chooses to attend a particular church is because they were invited. Why? Because then they know that at least one person thinks they’ll fit in. They have a person to ask what to wear, when to show up, what the worship service is like, and so forth. Otherwise, they don’t know if “people like them” will be turned away, whether that’s due to age, appearance, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, or disability. Or maybe not explicitly turned away, but shunned, which is worse.
My personal mission is to be more welcoming of people regardless of sexual orientation, gender identity, or gender expression. The sad reality is that someone who is gay or transgender, and who has never been to a church, would have no idea which churches in town would welcome them. Even someone who grew up in a church might struggle. There are currently five substantial denominations of Presbyterians—PC(USA), PCA, EPC, ECO, and Cumberland. When Jesse was looking for a church in Pittsburgh, I coached her through looking at which kind of Presbyterian church she was considering. If it’s PC(USA), there are no guarantees of being welcomed, but EPC and ECO basically split off because we support gay ordination and gay marriage. It’s one thing to passively accept what your denomination does; it’s another thing to actively change denominations over the so-called “gay issue.”
There are lots of ways to form connections to each other, and lots of ways to develop your spirituality. Attending a church is just one of them, and it’s one that’s full of landmines. We are the unfortunate inheritors of a legacy of patriarchy, racism, homophobia, and colonialism. Our particular church may be OK, but how would anyone know?
What did the king do? Did he open the gates and hope people would come? No. He sent his messengers out into the streets to invite people to the party! What does God desire of us? To come to the party, to invite others to the party, and when we’re here, to put on the party clothes God gives us.
I’m reminded of Paul’s frequent instruction to “put on Christ.” It is not enough to say “yes” to the invitation. We need to be a part of God’s kingdom, an active part. In putting on Christ, we become righteous. Not self-righteous, not righteous due to any action of our own, but righteous by Christ working through us. We cannot earn our way into heaven through works. But if following Christ doesn’t change us, doesn’t change our priorities, doesn’t lead us to love more of our neighbors and to love them more actively, doesn’t lead us to work towards a better world, then we’re not truly following Him. We have come to the wedding banquet, but haven’t put on the wedding robe. It is only by allowing Christ to cover us, by allowing the Spirit to dwell within us and guide us, that we come into the kingdom of heaven.
Early in the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus proclaims, “The kingdom of heaven has come near.” Was he saying that everyone was about to die and go to someplace in the sky? No. He was saying that the kingdom of heaven is here—right here. It’s here whenever we live together according to God’s will. It’s here whenever we clothe the naked, feed the poor, and free the prisoner. It’s here whenever we love our enemies. It’s here whenever we turn away from the distractions of the world and turn towards God. It’s here whenever we put on Christ, and live as if all had been made right. 
We know that the world is far from heavenly. Five minutes of watching the news, or doom scrolling on your phone, will show you that. God’s reign has not come in full, but we can see it in part. One day, everything will be made right. One day, Creation itself will be reconciled to God. In the meantime, we can experience a little bit of what is to come by putting on Christ and living together in true community.
The kingdom of heaven is a party! Let’s join in making our church a glimpse of the party that is to come. Amen.
