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hat is a host to do? This is

the most disastrous banquet
ever — an empty hall. This is
supposed to be a wedding feast.

It is the height of disrespect to
the couple and the parents when
people RSVP and then everyone to a
person stiffs the host by not
showing. The worst snub ever.
Then there is the expense — the
caterer must be paid on that head count whether the guests are there or
not. Nothing could be more disrespectful, more insulting — social
obligations be damned, this represents total societal rejection —
disastrous! What's a hostess to do?

That's the dilemma Jesus
presents in this parable — how to
redeem a celebration which has
turned into a total disaster. Jesus
compares the kingdom to a great
banquet prepared and none of the
guests arrive — the hall is ready
but empty. Jesus is telling us
God'’s great kingdom party is
ready, but those first invited all
cannot be bothered. What is God
to do?

D ouble invitations are sent out to avoid this very potentiality.
Double invitations were standard in ancient time. For us this




would represent the initial invitation and
then a later reminder, but in ancient times it
had quite a different social arrangement.
Each round of invitations came complete
with the whole guest list which allows
potential guests to find out not only who is
on the guest list but even more who is
actually coming. The Greek writer and
historian Plutarch once wrote:

“[Chilion] showed most excellent judgment when he received his
invitation yesterday, in not agreeing to come until he had learned
the name of every person invited.”

If the right people were coming, all would come. If the right people
stayed away, all would follow suit. In Jesus’ parable the ‘right people’
voted with their feet, turned down the invitation and the rest followed
suit on the flimsiest excuses ever given. The excuses chosen were so
outrageous as to be calculated to add insult to injury.

But the fatted calf is already
on the barbie. There are piles of
vegetables already cooked. The

cakes are just popping out of the

oven. The tent is up, the wine _
decanting and the caterers s
demanding to be paid in full. But
the hall is empty. What are the
host and hostess to do? What is
God to do when the kingdom is
rejected — rejected for the most
frivolous reasons?

In family and society, it is critical to celebrate an important
occasion such as a wedding. Such a rite of passage must never be
neglected. This is a moral obligation of high order. It is just as high a
moral obligation as well that food and festivities and good feelings all



around not be wasted. However, surprise: it is decidedly not critical
whether the ‘right people” are there or not.

Susan tells the story of something
that happened when she attended one
of her high school reunions. At the
reunion everyone was abuzz with
speculation as to whether one of her
classmates, now a one-hit wonder
rock star, whether he would be
showing. A number may have come
just because they thought he was
going to be there. Folks kept looking
scanning the faces. In the end, he
didn’t show but the party went on
anyway and the festivities were just as joyful without him. His absence
did not ruin the event at all.

Then actually it really does not make a big difference whether the
‘right people’ are there or not.

So what does God do when the kingdom, God's purpose and plan
are rejected? If the ‘right people’ stay away, then the ‘wrong people’ are
invited instead. God invites others in — ones rejected by high society.
God joyfully receives all those who respond to the invitation, even those
high society would consider common people, and treats them with the
same care and attention as that prepared for visiting royalty. That’s
God's grace.

B anquets in ancient times such as the one in our parable started
in the late afternoon. They took o
place in the elite, walled-off part of the "
city — a gated community strictly off "
limits to everyone but the rich residents
who lived within and their slaves.
During the day indeed various laborers
were allowed through the gates to
deliver goods, services and to do work




on the homes of the rich and famous, but by the appointed hour of the
dinner, they had to be outside the walls. At that point the
neighborhood gates were closed, locked and guarded to keep all non-
elites out of the elite section. Inviting non-elites into the elite section
of town would result in the harshest censure. And indeed that is
precisely what this desperate host did. *

The householder orders the slaves to open the gates and bring folks
in from the public square. Social
| strictures be damned, he has a

W | house to be filled. These guests
would have included village peasants,
persons of a decidedly lower social
station, but with whom the master
perhaps has a relationship of owner
and tenant. Nevertheless, these
tenant farmers have no hope of ever
reciprocating the social obligation,
of ever inciting the householder to a

feast of similar proportion.

Yet the house is still not full. To
qQuote Jesus directly, the master
specifies that the slaves bring in “the poor,
the crippled, the blind, and the lame,” all
persons who are even less likely of ever
being able to reciprocate the invitation.

Yet the house is still not full. So the
master orders his slaves to go outside the
city to bring in the ‘least of these,” the outcasts, those not even allowed
to live within the city — beggars,
prostitutes, landless peasants, tanners,
traders, day laborers, inn keepers, tax
collectors.’

God's grace is like that. We have
no possibility whatsoever of returning




the favor. What we have to offer God is infinitesimal compared to what
God freely offers us. God has already given us all the gifts there are to
give, life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness among many others. God
has already thrown the party. All God asks of us in return is to respond
to the invitation, join the party and joyfully to celebrate with God the
great bridal feast of the Lamb. All God requires from us in response to
grace is gratitude.

T hat’s one point of this parable — grace and gratitude. Trust me,
Jesus has multiple points to almost every parable and another point
to this parable is Jesus turning a critical eye on practices of the early
church. There were among those early Christians of elite background
ones who refused table fellowship with poor Jesus group members
because of the social costs. ﬁmi\ \“ |

Table fellowship in traditional R
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societies was never across lines of “
status or race. Yet table fellowship gl N7 c ,z
across these very same lines was | %8 3 -!ﬂ\f
one of the defining characteristics | £ Q?
of the early church. This brought
no end of tension to the early
church as seen prominently in the
letters of Paul — particularly in his
correspondence with the young |
church in Corinth. There folks refused even to share the sacrament
with persons of other classes and social status. There was no difference
in their minds between external reciprocal social obligations and those
within the kingdom of God. Nothing had changed. But everything has
changed!
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The tension in the early church over table fellowship was particularly
pronounced for those of the elite classes who decided to follow Jesus.
Elite converts risked being cut off by families and social networks if they
were seen in public eating with persons of lower ranks. This was
especially true in the cities which is the context for this parable. There
the status divisions were sharpest and members of the elite were
expected to maintain them strictly.* Jesus critiqued this in the strongest
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terms and his mandate for us to reach across lines of race and class still
applies to us today.

It wasn't long ago that worship time on Sunday was described

accurately as “the most segregated hour of the week.” While in
recent decades real progress has been made in the area of racial
balance, there is still a long way to go. Most mainline denominations
are still overwhelming white with only token minorities represented in
most congregations.

[In my first congregation in Texas, | was shocked when a
controversy arose over what we should do if an African-American
sought to enter worship. One elder in particular held the strong
opinion that any non-whites should be barred from worship.
Some years before, that elder had renounced membership in the
nearby Methodist church when the white and black Methodist
churches had merged. A struggling farmer, he wanted to restore
the era of segregation. Shocking that as late as the 1970's such
racism could still rear its ugly head in the church.]

Unexpected to some, evangelical and Pentecostal congregations are

much more likeli than the mainline to represent a balanced sample of
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