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Matthew 22:1-14

WHERE IS CHRIST?
Some of the stories Jesus tells seem too good to be true—and we find ourselves astonished by the God of grace they reveal.  A God whose steadfast love is so clearly FOR US, whose grace is so AMAZING, that it saves even a wretch like me.

Other stories Jesus tells feel more than an AMBUSH.  They challenge us to our very core.  Holding up a mirror to our lives, they show us our shadow selves in all their ugly splendor, then summon us to leave the shadows behind and to turn toward the light—toward the way of loving God and neighbor that Jesus taught and lived.

Still others stories Jesus tells stand as enigmas, seemingly unsolvable mazes that we struggle to wrap our minds around; these are the stories that leave us puzzled and wondering what the takeaway might be.

This third kind of story, I submit, is what we find before us this morning.

It’s a parable Jesus tells while he’s teaching in the Temple in Jerusalem in the days just before his arrest, trial, and crucifixion.

Let’s look at the context.

At the beginning of chapter 21 in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus makes his entrance into Jerusalem to shouts of HOSANNA TO THE SON OF DAVID.  And his first act is to enter the holy house of God and drive out the buyers and sellers and moneychangers—remember that scene?  

An angry Jesus quotes scripture to the guardians of scripture:

“It is written: ‘MY HOUSE SHALL BE CALLED A HOUSE OF PRAYER’;

but you are making it a den of thieves.”

It’s an indictment of what the whole system of religion had become.

In the days that follow that action, Jesus returns to the Temple, demonstrating not only his power to heal but his chutzpah in taking on his critics. Throughout chapters 21, 22 and 23, Matthew tells how Jesus is in the Temple day after day facing off with the religious establishment.

Time after time they question his authority, look for cracks in his defense, and try to demonstrate his illegitimacy.  And on each occasion, Jesus turns the loaded questions BACK onto the questioners, leaving them frustrated and tongue-tied.  

As Jesus’ adversaries ratchet up their attacks in an effort to derail his ministry, Jesus increasingly tells parables against them; parables full of anger, vengeance, even violence.

You can tell the stakes are high. 
I think Bible scholars have it right when they point out that the mixed Jewish/Christian community for whom Matthew wrote this gospel was under huge duress as it tried to figure out what faithful discipleship was supposed to look like in a world increasingly hostile to any religion other than the Roman state religion.

Chapter 22 opens with today’s parable.  A story about a king and a wedding banquet and an invitation that ought not to be refused. 

At first glance, it reminds us of a story Luke tells about a great banquet.

In Luke’s version, the host, after his guests find all manner of excuses for not showing up, sends his servants to scour the highways and homeless shelters so that the last, the least, and the lost may be welcomed to the feast instead.

But in Matthew’s story, some of the invited guests go far beyond tacky excuses to the point of mistreating and even killing the king’s servants, and it’s then that the enraged king exacts revenge of his own by destroying them and burning their city to the ground.
The wedding invitation goes out a second time.  And that’s when things get even more strange.

In a twist found only in Matthew, the parable ends not with a chorus of “all are welcome” but with the King interrogating a guy who’s come to the party improperly attired.  

Not only does the guy get thrown out for failing the dress code, he gets outer darkness and weeping and gnashing of teeth!  Strange goings on indeed!

And now, we’ve arrived at the proverbial fork in the road.  How are we supposed to interpret this parable, which, Jesus says, has something to do with the kingdom of God?

As far as I can tell, there are two basic options.  

Option one is to identify the king of the parable with God.  That seems to be the most logical place to begin, and certainly other parables Jesus tells follow that path.  But in this case there are problems with that approach.

· First, the violence in the parable is amped up to a degree we really haven’t seen before. 

· As the parable unfolds the king’s behavior seems more and more tyrannical, and we’re forced to ask: Do we recognize the God Jesus has been talking about, in the behavior of this enraged king who sends his troops, destroys both the people and the city of his would-be wedding guests, and in the end, singles out and rejects the one guest who comes to the party in the wrong clothes?  

· How does the behavior of this king line up with the teaching of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount: “Love your enemies and pray for your persecutors”?  You see the problem.  It leaves us searching for another option.

Option two begins with the claim that the parable’s king cannot be identified with God at all. This king’s behavior is more reminiscent of kings much closer to the memories of Jesus’ audience; kings like the Herods—and especially the first King Herod—who not only slaughtered innocent children in order to destroy the One whose birth star the Magi followed, but had his own sons and relatives put to the sword when he perceived them as rivals to his throne.

The violence of this parable describes in historically verifiable ways the machinations of a king in the mold of Herod.
  When you get an invitation from him, you’d better show up—or else!

Jesus had testified to the violent reaction that is provoked by the inbreaking reign of God when he said, in chapter 11: 

“From the days of John the Baptist ‘til now the kingdom of heaven has suffered violence, and the violent take it by force.”

Option two causes us to go deeper in our search for understanding what this parable is truly about.

So here we are then, standing at the fork in the road.  Wondering which way to go in interpreting this enigmatic parable.  

· Is the king of the parable a stand in for God?  

· Or for a tyrannical ruler in the mold of Herod?

· And how do we make sense of the character at the very end who comes to the party in the wrong clothes? 

Where we end up in interpreting the parable depends entirely on where we begin, and each path comes with its own challenges. 

Perhaps this parable could only begin to make sense if we lived with the constant threat of violence and destruction—realities we may read about on the internet and hear about in the news but which are far removed from our daily experience.  It makes me wonder how Christians in Palestine or Iraq or Syria or Congo or Nigeria might understand what Jesus is trying to tell us here.

As we grapple with the uncertainty this story evokes, there is one more question that can guide our feet.  The question, (and it’s a quintessential Lutheran one) is: 


Where do we locate Christ in the text?  Or, to put it slightly differently: 


Which figure, finally, makes us think of the kingdom Christ represents?

Could it be the person who shows up without a wedding garment at the end of the story?

Who seems to intentionally take on this king’s brutality and while doing so remains speechless?

When, a few chapters later, Jesus stands before Pilate, accused by the chief priests and elders and facing death, he is stands there speechless.  He will give no answer, not to a single charge.

Isaiah spoke of such a one as this in his suffering servant songs:

He was oppressed and he was afflicted, but did not open his mouth;

like a lamb that is led to the slaughter and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent, 

so he did not open his mouth.

Where do we locate Christ in the text?  Is it possible that God’s kingdom is represented in the parable not by the king who dishes out violence for violence, making capricious demands, 
but rather by the lone figure at the end who takes violence upon himself? 

Who was, at the last, cast into the outer darkness of Golgotha because he refused to bow to any king or kingdom by God’s? 
It seems a real possibility.  And we are left to wonder.  
Wouldn’t it be just like God though— turning our expectations upside down?

Making bad guys out to be good guys, and the one who seems clueless the only one who really knows the score?
Yes, we wonder.  And in our wondering, we find ourselves invited once more to this Meal at this Table, where the crucified and risen Christ promises to meet us just as we are. 

A place where dress codes don’t matter, for all are washed in the blood of the Lamb, who went to hell and back so there’d be room for you.

A place where Christ reveals to us the true nature of God, who is forever handing out forgiveness and healing and a welcome that never ends.  

Amen.
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