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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

19th Sunday after Pentecost; October 15th , 2017 

Matthew 22:1-14 

“Wedding Attire” 

~~~~~~~~ 

What are we to do with this story?  The parable/allegory is both 

comedy and tragedy; it is both festive and deathly somber.  In 

the beginning there is expanding grace; in the end surprising and 

harsh judgment.  What are we to do with this story?  Maybe, if 

we listen carefully, we might hear in the story a glorious and 

exciting invitation to us right here and right now that has just 

been opened and is lying on your kitchen table waiting for an 

RSVP? Maybe, if we listen carefully, we might hear in the story 

a call to take down out of the closet our baptismal clothes and 

put them on so that our lives will reflect God’s love? 

~~~~~~~~ 

The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king, Jesus tells 

us, who gave a wedding banquet for his son.  The invitation in 

the story is the invitation embodied in the life of Jesus to be a 

part of the in-breaking of God’s rule in the world, and the 

invitation is compared to being invited to a feast, a party, a 

celebration!  The invitation of God in Jesus to the kingdom of 

heaven is given with joy and is an invitation to joy, the deepest 

joy that human beings can experience. 

 

Now I know I’m not telling you anything, but we do not always 

present the invitation to the in-breaking of God’s rule in our 

lives and in the world with a whole lot of enthusiasm or flare.  

Too often we allow the practice of the Christian faith –  the 

attendance of communal worship, the life of prayer, the work 
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for justice and peace in the world –  we present the life of 

following Jesus as drudge work.   Too often the deep joy, the 

excitement, the wonder, the challenge of the life of walking in 

the way of Jesus remains hidden, even to ourselves, underneath 

our casualness about the faith, beneath our fears about our lives, 

below our shallow engagements with the means of grace.  For 

too many of us and for too much of the time our living into the 

grace of God embodied in Jesus is too casual, fearful, or 

burdensome to be very enlivening or inviting.  

~~~~~~~~ 

It is all too rare for us to feel the passion and mystery of the 

faith captured in this poem by Hafiz – the 14th century Persian 

poet, the whirling dervish, the Sufi – entitled “And For No 

Reason” – 

And 

For no reason  

I start skipping like a child. 

 

And  

For no reason 

I turn into a leaf 

That is carried so high  

I kiss the Sun’s mouth 

And dissolve. 

 

And 

For no reason 

A thousand birds 

Choose my head for a conference table, 

Start passing their 
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Cups of wine 

And their wild songbooks all around. 

 

And 

For every reason in existence 

I begin to eternally, 

To eternally laugh and love! 

 

When I turn into a leaf 

And start dancing, 

I run to kiss our beautiful Friend 

And I dissolve in the Truth 

That I Am. 
(From The Gift: Poems by Hafiz the Great Sufi Master; 

translations by Daniel Ladinsky, page 213) 

~~~~~~~~ 

Now there is joy and wonder and mystery and grace and 

laughter and dancing in this glorious business of feeling after 

God and God’s engagement with the world and with each one of 

us! Now I realize we cannot all be mystics who dance like a leaf 

to the lips of God, our beautiful friend; we cannot all be mystics 

who dissolve into the Truth of God.  I do believe, however, we 

have allowed the world and our own broken sense of what the 

Christian faith is all about to weigh us down and turn our 

dancing into mourning.  God and the life into which God has 

brought us is joyful, exciting, challenging, beautiful.  There is 

much for which to be grateful. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Years ago I was walking across the campus at Auburn 

University and it was about this time of year.  The weather was 
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gorgeous, the leaves were changing color, the breeze was 

blowing, but I was not feeling well and I was walking to a 

meeting I did not want to attend.  I think the brow of my head 

must have been furrowed and I was walking with my head down 

in deep concentration; I was probably frowning. I came to a 

cross-walk and was standing waiting for the light to change and 

a student looked at me and said: Are you a minister?  I replied: 

Yes, why do you ask?  She said: Oh, no reason; you just look 

like one.  That hurt.  Would she have thought I looked like a 

minister if I had been skipping and humming with a twirl here 

and there?  Probably not.   

~~~~~~~~ 

C. S. Lewis once said –  

Joy is the serious business of heaven. 

The apostle Paul wrote –  

Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say rejoice. 

Jesus said –  

The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king  

who gave a wedding banquet for his son. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Back to the story.  The king sent out invitations to the wedding 

feast of joy – But they made light of it and went away, one to his 

farm, another to his business, while the rest seized (the king’s 

messengers), mistreated them, and killed them.   

 

As with the previous two stories in this part of Matthew’s 

gospel, the parables/allegories are being told against the chief 

priests and Pharisees who failed to see the in-breaking of God’s 

grace, love, justice in the words of the prophets or in the 

ministry and person of Jesus.  The point being made in this 
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story as with the other two is that the people you would have 

expected to come running to the party had grown indifferent or 

even hostile to the workings of God.  God, the king, therefore, 

takes the invitation out to a larger, more responsive group of 

people.  The invitation goes out to the good and the bad, and 

these folk, Matthew probably had in mind the Gentiles and the 

known sinners in his own Jewish faith community, are hungry 

for the party.  The invitation goes out to folk who are ready to 

allow God to bless them and to shower upon them the bounty of 

God’s love and grace and the mantle of being God’s gracious 

people who live to make the world a more beautiful place under 

the radiance of God’s light.  These are the thousand birds 

singing from their wild songbooks!  

~~~~~~~~ 

So, where are we in the story?  

Some of us are the old-timers who have grown used to church 

and used to the routines of our faith tradition and used to our 

sense of ease or comfort, and anything that overturns the tables 

in our inner sanctuary is to be avoided.  We old timers might be 

the ones in the story who stayed away and discarded the 

messengers calling us to a joyful feast of a vibrant and 

challenging life in the Spirit of Jesus. We are the ones who see 

our spiritual lives as simply back drop for the really important 

things in our lives – work, money, position, predictable and safe 

routine.  We come to church but not to be challenged or 

pushed; rather, we come to find affirmation of all the choices to 

which we’ve already committed.  Church and all the religious 

trappings are not a joyful and challenging feast and are, instead, 

mere snacks with little in the way of spiritual nutrition. 
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Others of us may be the ones who came to the party late –once 

we felt the doors open to us when once they seemed closed.  

For us, the newcomers, this story is powerful good news!  For 

us the story is one that declares God’s wildly inclusive grace 

and calling that went out into the street to find us and bring us 

home.  We newcomers are ready to kiss the Sun’s mouth and 

dissolve.   

We are ready to sing from the wild song books of God’s ever 

expanding love and grace and beauty! 

 

Well, old timers or new, we are all called to the joyful wedding 

party because God has a place for us, all of us, in the unfolding 

of God’s heavenly purposes.  All have been invited to the 

banquet!  The invitation is waiting for each one’s RSVP; will 

we come to the party?  Old timers, will we come?  New timers, 

will we come? God is asking. 

Thanks be to God. 

~~~~~~~~ 

But wait; the story is not over: But when the king came to see 

the guests, he noticed a man there who was not wearing a 

wedding robe, and he said to him, “Friend, how did you get in 

here without a wedding robe?”  And he was speechless. Then 

the king said to the attendants, “Bind him hand and foot, and 

throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping 

and gnashing of teeth.” 

The wedding robe is symbolic of something.  The man in the 

story is not cast out for wearing stripes with checks or for white 

shoes after Labor Day.  The wedding garment is a symbol for 

something the man was missing, something important, 

something crucial to life in the kingdom of God.  The man was 
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missing something that by its lacking cast him into a life of 

misery and darkness.  What was this garment? 

 

Before I speculate about what that something is, let me remind 

us that by the interior logic of the parable, the king is the judge.  

The king is the one who had the authority and the insight to 

know the man did not belong at the feast.  The king in the 

allegory is God.  It is God’s place to judge.  It is God’s 

prerogative to say who stays and who goes.  Our job – as the 

servants of the King – is to invite everyone to the banquet.  We 

are not the selection committee.  We are not the doorkeepers.  

We are not the fashion police.  We are the servants with the 

commission to go and invite everyone into the party.  We might 

want to screen, to prune, to offer the places at the table to those 

we like and think will get along well with one another and be 

impressive to the outside community, but that sorting out and 

elevating up is not our job.  We are to invite everyone into the 

feast of God’s generosity and love.   

 

So what is the wedding robe that is so crucial  

to being a part of God’s ongoing work in the world?   

I think the garment is 

 an aspiration in the morning  

and a question for the close of day.   

The gown that keeps us dressed and ready  

for the feast of God is this prayer for the break of day: 

Help me put more love in the world today. 

And this question before sleeping at night: 

Where did I put more love in the world today?   

Each of us has this robe that hangs  
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on the doorknob of our heart.   

We are invited to put it on. 

Thanks be to God! 


