Sermon for the 20th Sunday after Trinity
By the Rev. Mr. James Denning

TEXT:

Then saith he to his servants, The wedding is ready, but they which were bidden were not worthy. Go ye therefore into the highways, and as many as ye shall find, bid to the marriage. So those servants went out into the highways, and gathered together all as many as they found, both bad and good: and the wedding was furnished with guests. 
  In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.  Amen.
HOMILY:

As we go through life, we sometimes think about the afterlife - usually more the older we get. We may wonder whether there is an afterlife, and ‘What is Heaven going to be like? Am I even going to Heaven? I wonder what is Hell like?’
In today’s Gospel reading, Jesus, utilized a parable - a story used to illuminate Gospel principles – to provide His followers with a preview of what they, and we, can expect Heaven to be like.
Heaven, He suggests, is going to be like a grand fete, a lavish banquet for those who are in communion with the Lord. Now, many of us have a difficult time thinking of God or Heaven in the light of a celebration or a good time. We often view God instead as someone of whom we should be afraid, and not someone with whom we can celebrate.

Well, that notion is partially appropriate - we should have a healthy level of fear of God.
After all, in the words once spoken to me by Father David Ousley, rector of St. Michael the Archangel's Anglican Church in Philadelphia, which I attended before moving here, "He's not 'the man upstairs', and not 'Good ol' God' - the guy next door with whom we can crack a beer and watch the ballgame."
He is the Creator of the universe, unimaginably and infinitely powerful, the ‘Wholly Other,’ to use the characterization of the early 20th century theologian, Rudolf Otto.
  We OUGHT to have a good amount of fear--of reverent awe and respect—for Him. This is why we make the sign of the Cross when entering God's house, why we either genuflect or deeply bow when taking or leaving our seats, or passing in front of the altar. God deserves our fear, our reverent dread, our respect (pause)...and our love.
But that common perception of God is only partly accurate. While He is THE Father, for whom we should have fear, He is also someone with whom we can have enjoyment.
What would we think, if we had a wedding banquet in the back of the church, if it were possible to do so here at Holy Angels? Church is where we should exercise the ‘Three R's’: Respect, reverence, and restraint; it is not a place to party. But, if God is in the Church, then Jesus’ parable provides an entirely different view of what Church is.

In Jesus' Parable of the Wedding Feast, he tells His listeners that the Kingdom of God is like a banquet feast that has been prepared by a King for His Son. It is a festival, a gala event! I’m not suggesting that we should hang a disco ball or shine a black light in the back of the Church, but Church, the earthly house of God, should be enjoyable and delightful, because this is where we get to encounter Him every day, and especially when we enter into His house with each other to worship, pray, sing, and receive Christ in Communion.

There is profound symbolism in this parable.

God is the King, and we know from Scripture and tradition that Jesus is the Son of God. Who is the Bride? 
Again, we find the answer to this question in Scripture. The Church is the Bride of Christ. St. Paul, in his letter to the Church at Ephesus, compares the union of a husband and wife to Christ and the Church.
 The Church is the bride; WE are the bride! What marvelous imagery this parable evokes.
The Kingdom of Heaven is where our Savior, Jesus Christ, the Bridegroom, and His Bride, the Church, come together - as a Bride and Groom at a wedding banquet.

In the Revelation to John we find"And I saw a new heaven and a new earth: for the first heaven and the first earth were passed away; and there was no more sea. And I John saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband."

The New Jerusalem of which St. John writes signifies the followers of God - that is, the Church, the Bride of Christ.

Returning to the parable, it is doubtful that anyone in Jesus' audience had ever attended a regal banquet, but they would certainly have been able to visualize the scenario that Jesus was depicting. Royal weddings in the first century Near East lasted for weeks at a time, and the wedding banquet was the pinnacle of the event. To absorb the full meaning of our Savior's parable, we must first understand the Near Eastern and Jewish conventions of that era. It may strike us a being odd that the king would bid his servants to go out to the guests when the food is on the table and ready to be served.
This would not have been perplexing to Jesus' original audience in the least. In the first century, one did not receive an invitation by mail; there was no such thing as a printing press and, of course, there was no email. The banquet's host would send his servants to the guests a couple of weeks prior to the banquet to ask the guests if they were going to attend. On the day of the banquet, the host would then send his servants a second time, in order to inform the guests that the meal was ready.
The time to decline the invitation, according to custom and proper etiquette of the day, would have been the first time they were asked, weeks before the banquet. It was not polite to do so on the day of the feast, once the food had been prepared! To avoid the feast on the day of the banquet was not only an act of disrespect, but a demonstration of outright contempt for the host, as evidenced by the invitees' treatment of the servants. Of course, the king punished the perpetrators of this dishonor.

Nevertheless, the intended invitees’ declination to attend the banquet did not stop the feast. The king sent out his servants to invite everyone. Everyone! Rich or poor, bad and good. Everyone! The invitees in the parable who refused to attend represent the Jews who rejected Jesus and the Kingdom of Heaven, and the servants were the prophets who had been met with rejection and, often, violence. This is why, when Father Wagoner or I read the Final Gospel at Mass, the Gospel according to John, it reads, regarding Christ, "He came unto His own, and His own received Him not."

What it is meant to convey is that, like the king in the parable, God's invitation to His banquet is open to everyone! This is why, near the end of service, we pray for Muslims, Hindus, and all others who know not Christ; because, upon their conversion, they can enter the banquet as well. 
It is open to all … with one stipulation.
The king sent out His servants, with zeal, to invite everyone they could to the wedding banquet. None of the new invitees would have been what you would call "worthy" of attending, and they wouldn't have had the proper attire. But it was the custom of the time for a host to provide robes for the attendees of his banquet. The story seems on its way to having an unequivocally happy ending, right? For us it does, but for one man in particular, not so much.
One man who dared to attend the wedding without wearing the proper attire is forcibly removed from the feast. The Scripture reads that he is cast into outer darkness. And if God is the King, Jesus is the Son/Groom, the Church is the Bride, and the banquet is Heaven, I guess you know what is meant by “outer darkness”.
If he was cast out of the banquet, which is the Kingdom of Heaven, he was cast into Hell. Why is that, you may ask? What had this man done so exceedingly wrong?
I think it is safe to say that the man - unlike the other guests - had probably rejected the attire that the king was willing to give him. See, the other guests, although they were at varying degrees of unworthiness to attend the feast, accepted as much about themselves, but also gratefully accepted that the KING'S grace - his robing them in proper attire – lent worth sufficient to permit them entry to his feast and his company. They got in due to the righteousness of the king.

I would love to be able to take the credit for this interpretation, but, I borrowed it from St. Augustine of Hippo, who posits that the king provided wedding clothes for all guests who attended the feast.
 That is, He not only invited everyone - people from both low and high stations in life - the feast, but has furnished the festal robes necessary for entry. The man who was thrown out was removed because of his rejection of the king's robes.

God not only invites us, but provides for us the way to be righteous through His Son, Jesus Christ.

How will we respond to God's invite to His feast? Let us not miss the banquet because we think that we can depend upon our own righteousness - the ever-popular, yet useless, "but I'm a good person” argument. None of us are good enough to get in without the robe that God provides us - period. Let us also not miss the banquet because we think that we are a “basket of deplorables”, and irredeemable, too sinful and too far gone, to ever be able to make it into the Kingdom of God.

Let us be wise, and accept God's invitation to be partakers of His feast, to be with Him in eternal Communion in His Kingdom. Many are called, but few are chosen. Let us be the chosen by subjecting ourselves to His mercy and accepting the robe that is Blood of Christ.

Let us pray:

O God, we thank you for your willingness to open your kingdom to us, wretched as we may be by nature. We thank you for loving us enough to send your only Son to die for our sins that we may be clothed anew in the festal raiment that is the Blood of our Savior. Please give us the wisdom to accept your free gift and to maintain that sense of repentance and duty such that we will always reflect our newness in Christ for others to see, so that they will want to know Him. And this we pray in the name of your Son, Jesus Christ. Amen.
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