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A year ago this past week, Rose and I received an unexpected phone call from a member of the Barack Obama for President Campaign asking us if we’d be interested in hosting the candidate’s wife, Michelle Obama, and eighty other women for a luncheon at our home.  Now understand- I’m not politicking up here.  I’m not advocating one politician or political party over another for that would be a gross abuse of my position as pastor.  I really don’t care if you’re a Republican or Democrat- only that you study the issues and then get out to the polling place on election day and make the most responsible and intelligent decision you feel you can.  Well Rose and I looked at each other and our first reaction was how do you say ‘no’ to an invitation like THAT- to have a prospective First Lady of the United States in your own home, for a couple of hours, is not an offer one can easily refuse.  Had the invitation been to host Cindy McCain or Gov. Sarah Palin, our response would undoubtedly have been the same.  It turned out to be a great occasion on a beautiful fall day and will long be remembered as one of most memorable events in our life together.

Our text this morning ALSO involves an invitation, but this one involves a king who threw a great marriage feast to celebrate the wedding of his son.  In that day, it was common to invite guests to the elaborate wedding festivities well in advance of the occasion.  Just prior to the wedding itself, ANOTHER reminder would be sent out to everyone to make sure no one would miss it.  However, receiving two invitations to such a prestigious event and then not attending would have been a terrible slight to the host.  In the case of our parable, the king sent out his servants to invite a select group of friends.   But rather than regarding the invitation as a great honor, they reject it, not once but TWICE with one making the excuse that he had to tend to his farm, another that he had to take care of his business, and the rest who don’t merely reject the invitation but the servants themselves by abusing and then killing them.  What an outrageous and contemptible way to treat the king and the great honor he had extended to them.  Angrily, the king responded by sending his troops, killing the murderers, and burning down their city.  Then he opened the feast up to others who were NOT worthy, confident that THEY would not reject such an invite.  His servants went out into the streets and gathered any and all, both the good and the bad, who WANTED to attend.  Subsequently, the wedding hall was filled with guests and the party commenced.

This is the third of three judgment parables told by Jesus in the days just prior to this own arrest and crucifixion.  All three involve the images of fathers and sons and in each case, there is a distinction between those who do the will of the father and those who don’t.  On one level, this parable is a knife to the midsection of those religious leaders who not only reject Jesus’ message but are already making plans to capture and kill HIM.  The Pharisees, the Sadducees, and the temple priests were not really interested in what he had to say and despised the good news which he brought.  Therefore, the invitation to the Jews would be rescinded and be given instead to those who REALLY wanted to go- to the poor and outcasts of society who eagerly received what he had to give.  On ANOTHER level, however, it is also intended for the church.  It is meant to confront all of us who would call ourselves “Christian” and yet fail to respond to the invitation when it is extended to us.  It speaks to us about our priorities, reminding us that we can become so consumed with personal matters and worldly affairs, especially in such times as these, that the invitation from God to come to the party is forgotten.  

What makes this parable especially problematic is that the choice made by those invited to the wedding is not between a good choice and a bad or evil one but between two options that are BOTH good.  The one who declined the invitation because he had to tend to his farm no doubt had legitimate reasons.  He had cows to milk, corn and soybeans to harvest, and pigs to feed- you couldn’t fault him for THAT.  We have members present here this morning who have to face such kinds of decisions EVERY DAY.  It wasn’t just that his family was dependent upon that milk and meat and produce but probably friends and neighbors as well.  Similarly, the one who had to excuse himself to tend to his business ALSO may have had a justifiable excuse.  Most businesses in our own country now run seven days a week which means that getting Sundays off is no longer a right but a LUXURY.  I think we all understand when people say that work HAS to come first.  After all, the mortgage has to get paid, tuition for college needs to be put aside, and food has to be placed on the table SOMEHOW.  With the economy struggling as it has been, extra pressure has been placed on many families to work overtime or take up a second job just to make ends meet.  

The fact is that many if not MOST of the choices we make in life are NOT over whether we’re going to do right as opposed to something wrong- I think most of us are good, moral, law-abiding persons and at least nine times out of ten we ARE inclined to do the right thing.  Rather, the REAL struggle occurs when we have to start choosing between competing goods at the same time, when we are forced to prioritize one over all others.  The New York Times had an article this week about the rising number of families who are having to drop their health insurance because they can’t meet the premiums and they have OTHER needs that are much GREATER.  They’re betting that no major health emergency will arise in the coming months.  It’s a dangerous game of Russian roulette and one that many lose.  Over a million persons have already defaulted on their mortgages helping to precipitate the worst financial crisis in our nation since the Great Depression.  It’s not that homeowners are trying to cheat the banks.  Only that with their limited incomes, they have had to satisfy the more IMMEDIATE need of purchasing food, gas, and clothing before getting the rent paid.  BOTH are important but the needs of the family has had to take priority over that of the banks and RIGHTFULLY SO.

Well, I think that is the situation in our parable.  I believe that when the servant came to them to remind them about the feast, each essentially told him, “I’d only be too glad to come ANOTHER day but TODAY is not convenient.  No offense to the king but I have more PRESSING responsibilities that have to be taken care of FIRST.”  And with that, he returned to whatever it was he was doing.

Isn’t that the problem with so many regarding their faith commitments today.  It’s not that people overtly reject the notion of God- I know very few persons who are true atheists.  On the contrary, MOST people will tell you that they LOVE God, they LOVE Jesus, they LOVE the church, and they’re perfectly HONEST when they say it.  It’s just that with all the busyness of their lives and the limited amount of free time available, they have OTHER priorities.  They LOVE God but they EQUALLY love so many OTHER things at the same time and THAT is the danger we as Christians continually fall into.  God is relegated to just one more activity, one more obligation in lives ALREADY full of TOO MANY commitments and activities.  Choices have to be made and unfortunately God is reduced to one more luxury that can’t afforded at this time instead of being the highest necessity one can possibly make time for.  Therefore Sunday morning becomes that time of the week when we paint our houses and fix our cars and tend to our gardens.  It is the one day of the week when we visit family members or go golfing or fishing or take a long leisurely drive into the countryside.  It becomes OUR time- time earned and time dispensed any way we please.  And so when the king’s servant comes to OUR door, to invite US to the great feast he has prepared, we tell him that we’d only be too glad to come ANOTHER day but unfortunately TODAY is not convenient.  We tell him that with no offense to the king, we have more PRESSING responsibilities that have to be taken care of FIRST!  And with that, we return to whatever it was WE are doing.

Some years ago, I came across a wonderful story that gives a unique take on this parable.  It was called “The Carpenter and the Unbuilder.”  Once upon a time there was a man, a carpenter, who received an invitation from the king to attend a marvelous feast he was giving.  He was excited at the prospect of eating at the king’s palace but something inside him was afraid as well.  He wondered whether he would have the right clothes to wear, whether his manners would be correct or not, what would they possibly talk about, and most importantly, he was afraid of the long journey to the king’s castle.  So what did he do?  He spent a month assembling a wardrobe that would be appropriate to the occasion, two months teaching himself the rules of etiquette, and three months studying the great issues of the day so as to be able to converse with the king when he sat at table with him.  Finally, it was time to face the journey itself.  Being a carpenter by trade, at the last minute he decided to throw some tools in his bag in the event he would have to build himself a shelter on the way there.  The first day, he made good time by traveling all morning and afternoon.  When evening approached, he set about constructing a small shelter- enough to keep him warm and dry for the night.  The next morning, as he prepared to take off again, he took one last look at his little hut and thought of places it could be made much better.  So instead of leaving immediately, he set about making some improvements to it- installing some indoor plumbing, putting in a kitchen, building a study, and even adding a garage on to it.  

Meanwhile, the king who had been waiting became a little concerned.  He summoned one of his servants and instructed him to seek the carpenter out to make sure he would make the trip safely.  When the servant found him, the carpenter was already living in his second house.  He had sold the first to someone, and remembering that he had a pressing engagement, set off again.  But when evening had arrived, he again set out to make what he thought would be another temporary abode for himself.  Using the profits from the sale of house number one, he made the second house bigger and better.  He invited the servant to come in and eat with him.  The servant gladly accepted the food but he refused to enter the dwelling, preferring to eat outside under a tree.  When asked by the carpenter why he wouldn’t come in, the other replied that he was on a journey to have dinner with the king and didn’t want any interruptions or distractions; it was important that he remain on the journey.  “What you say sounds familiar,” said the carpenter.  “I too received an invitation but I’ve been a little bit uncertain of the way.”  “I know,” said the servant.  “I was uncertain once as well.  In fact I wanted to build safe places along the way just as you did.  I was a carpenter just like yourself.  But then one day, another fellow on the journey helped me learn to “unbuild” instead of build.  He helped me to leave the home I had been living in and to trust the journey itself.  If I only stay focused and continued to put one foot in front of the other with love and trust, I would get there.  He told me that anything of importance that I might need was already there at the castle waiting for me- the king had already made all the provisions.” 

This gave the carpenter some confidence and once again he resolved to resume the journey.  “But I’m lost.  I do not know which way to go?” he admitted with some hesitation.  “I’ll tell you what,” said the servant.  “Let’s just sit here for a few minutes and think hard about the king.  Remember the stories you have been told about him.  Remember how much he loves you.  Remember how much you love him.  When you have remembered as clearly as you think you can, consider the paths that lie before you and see which one seems to best satisfy your longing for, and remembering of, the king.  Let your desire to be with the king become more powerful in you than your uncertainty and fear about choosing the right or wrong path.”

Such wise advice made him feel free.  Something within him told him that he was already on the journey.  As the feeling grew and grew, it suddenly didn’t seem like any decision needed to be made- it just happened.  Again they were off.

They traveled many days together, and though there many temptations to interrupt the journey by building another home, the patient love of his guide and friend gave him the strength to continue on.  In the meantime, the king kept the food warm, which he was very good at doing.

I’ve thought of this story quite often throughout my ministry.  Like many of CHRIST’S parables, it has stayed with me as a reminder of how easy it is to lose focus and to even lose the way on occasion, something ALL of us have done from time to time.  Let there be no doubt- God HAS prepared for us a banquet, a great feast, and the hall WILL be filled whether we are there or not.  There will be much love and joy and laughter awaiting us.  To ensure that we get there, he has sent us his son to encourage and guide us.  We can be distracted, though.  We can become SO weighted down with daily cares and pressing duties that we FORGET- FORGET about the party, FORGET the journey yet ahead of us, FORGET that we’ve been invited to share in all the celebration.  Thus, like that unbuilder, we NEED TO REMEMBER the stories we’ve been told about God; we NEED TO REMEMBER how much God loves us; and we NEED TO REMEMBER how much we love him.  If our desire to be with God becomes our highest priority–even greater than any of our fears and uncertainties–we can be assured that we will hear those most wonderful words, “Let the party BEGIN!”  Let us pray...

Gracious God, forgive us for making the temporal and passing things of this world the center of our lives instead of taking more seriously your son’s words, “What does it profit a person to gain the whole world and yet lose his or her soul.”  Please be patient with us.  Help us to keep our focus on you and your kingdom, and in this way we are assured that we will not miss the wedding feast.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.
(1(

