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1.
A strange parable in our gospel?

I don’t know about you, but I have always found the end of that parable rather strange. The poor wedding guest turns up off the streets to an unexpected banquet and is then punished for being incorrectly dressed! Surely it is rather an extreme reaction on the part of the king? Perhaps the guest didn’t have time to go home and change?

Well, the commentaries would agree with our puzzlement, and think that this second part of the story was ‘tacked on’ by a gospel writer. What is the evidence for this suggestion?  Mainly that the same story told by Jesus is also found in Luke’s gospel, but without this added part. In Luke’s gospel (see Luke 14: 16-24), it is not specifically a wedding banquet, and there is more detail both about the excuses offered by the guests who were first invited, and about those invited later – ‘the poor, the maimed, the blind and the lame’. It is thought that Luke’s version is closer to the story told by Jesus.

So why might Matthew have added this intriguing detail about the man who was not correctly clothed? There are a number of helpful clues. Firstly, we know that the custom of a ‘double invitation’ was and remains a custom in Middle Eastern countries. Alan and I experienced this ourselves in Pakistan, and it took some getting used to. It was considered impolite to refuse an invitation when first proffered – a positive response was expected, indicating that you wanted to come. Since life was generally more uncertain, the final invitation was not issued until things were actually ready. This was when you found out who would actually turn up. (In our culture, of course, it would be much more polite to be clear at the outset to enable a host to plan for the right numbers). So this part of the story, found in both Luke and Matthew, rings true to custom.

It was also apparently the custom for wedding robes to be provided. If this is so, my worries for the unfortunate guest are reduced, since he was merely refusing to put on what was offered – not in difficulty obtaining or buying a robe. Yet the real clue to all this lies in the moral that the writer is trying to convey. Clearly the point of the parable – as told by both Luke and Matthew – is that Jesus is warning the chief priests and Pharisees against deceiving themselves. They have been offered first chance of a place in God’s kingdom and if they don’t accept it, they have only themselves to blame. Their place may be given to others of whom they think little. One commentator says this:

‘we might rename it the parable of the contemptuous guests, and its moral is that if God invites people into his kingdom, their salvation depends on their accepting his invitation’ (Hunter 1960: 57). 
So far, so good, but what of that poor man without the right robe, and the final sentence that ‘many are called but few are chosen’, which also seems out of place? The suggestion by those far more learned that I is that perhaps the writer of Matthew’s gospel felt that the story made salvation too easy for the sinner (it mentions good and bad being welcomed) and therefore this addition stresses the need to put on a robe of righteousness – or repentance. The final sentence may well be a saying of Jesus but is seen not to fit with what has gone before - either in the main body of the parable or the extra detail.

We cannot be sure of who said what, and what was added later, but we can take from this parable, and from its parallel in Luke a message both about God’s invitation and welcome to all, but also about our responsibility to respond positively and accept this invitation. Our credentials and intentions are not enough.
2.
Considering the epistle

The other reading that we heard today is less problematic. Indeed, it has some authentic homely touches, with Paul’s pastoral concerns evident in his urging two women to be reconciled to each other. Clearly rifts were as common in the early church as they are sometimes now.

This passage also contains some beautiful and memorable passages – the final verses were even our school motto. Yet I want to spend a moment or two considering some words that we often quote about the peace of God.

In my last church, a parishioner told me that he wanted verse 7 read at his funeral. 

‘And the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus’.
Why? Not because this was meaningful to him, but because it wasn’t! It did indeed surpass his understanding! He just could not get his head around it. I wonder if you find it meaningful?

For me, it is immensely comforting to know that I do not have to understand everything! God’s peace is not something I can hope to understand with my mind, but it is given anyway, and has a protective function. Amidst all the troubles and trials of life, its emotional ups and downs, my often conflicting thoughts and feelings, there is this offer to rest in God. I can suspend thought and feeling and enter into his peace, his reassurance that - as Mother Julian of Norwich has put it – ‘all is well, and all will be well.’ And I have sometimes experienced this sense of peace when I simply hand my concerns and worries to God, knowing that it is beyond me to do anything else. During this pandemic, which is a time of anxiety for so many people, this sense of peace is particularly important. 
3. The good news? 

One of the most important lessons that I was taught when I first started preaching was that we should always preach ‘the good news’. Whatever challenge a sermon may contain, it should always reflect God’s love for us. Our epistle echoes this when it urges us to ‘rejoice in the Lord always.’ Faith should be a source of reassurance and happiness. Our times may feel dark, but they were even darker for the early Christians to whom Paul was writing – a small beleaguered group in fear of persecution for their faith. Yet Paul urges them to rejoice.
We may wrestle with passages of scripture, and seek to understand what Jesus actually said and what it means today. This can be valuable, but in the end, what matters most is not our intellectual ability to understand articles of belief or of faith, but our willingness to enter into the experience of God’s love for us. Some of us are more naturally drawn to questioning and trying to work things out than others. Some of us have greater intellectual ability than others, and are better able to wrestle with questions of doctrine. This ability is God given, and valuable for us all since those with such abilities shed light on our scriptures and on issues of faith. But we are told that the peace and love of God surpass all our understanding. 
The kingdom of heaven is not just for those who can translate the scriptures from Hebrew, or work out all the contradictions and puzzles that inevitably arise when you are studying things written so long ago. No, it is for all of us who are prepared to accept God’s invitation of love and peace. That is indeed Good News.
Amen
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