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                     Matthew 22:1-14


“The Kingdom of God is like a Wedding Banquet,” Jesus tells us.  For some of us, that might sound like really good news.  For others of us—not so much.


About a year ago, I officiated the wedding of a cousin of my husband.  To her great delight, my then 5-year old daughter was invited to be a flower girl, and given a full length, cream colored, shimmery gown for the occasion.  She loved that dress---and found many, many occasions to wear it prior to the wedding.  My then-8-year-old twin sons had a less ecstatic response to the news of the wedding.  When I passed on Dan’s cousin suggestion that they might wear tuxedos for the event, they could only say, “You have got to be kidding.”  We finally settled on two long-sleeved button down shirts which I hid until the day of the wedding for fear that the twins would somehow manage to render them unusable otherwise.  


Well, traffic was terrible the day before the wedding, and we completely missed the rehearsal—particularly problematic since I was the one who was supposed to be leading it.  We made it to the dinner, where Dan got into a heated argument with one of the many Republican family members of the groom.  The next day, as I spent an hour threatening the twins until they finally both had their new button-down shirts on, I took solace in one thought:  at least Rosa, the flower girl, was going to enjoy this wedding.  But when we arrived at the site, Rosa saw the long row of chairs and all the people she didn’t know.  She crossed her arms and went on strike, completely refusing to participate in any way in the ceremony. 


As I stood up to perform that wedding, I thought to myself, if I ever hear another sermon in my life about how the kingdom of God is like a wedding banquet, I’m walking out.  In my experience, there really isn’t much difference between the wedding banquet and the weeping and nashing of teeth!


But we survived, and we all made it to the reception.  Somewhere between the ceremony and the reception Paul and Isaac ditched their button-downs and revealed the baseball shirts they had on underneath, but at that point, Dan and I were well past caring.  We collapsed at a table, downed a glass of champagne, and began to smile a little as Rosa covered the ground all around us with white rose petals from her basket.  (“I’m the flower girl of the reception!” she told us.)  We had a decent meal, a couple of friendly conversations, but the point when thing got a lot better was when they brought out the chocolate fountain.


Have you ever seen a chocolate fountain?  I had seen similar contraptions used to serve champagne at weddings—a three-tiered structure with champagne bubbling out the top, and pouring down to one layer and then the next, so that you could fill your glass by dipping it into the flow.  Well, at this wedding it wasn’t champagne that was flowing through the fountain—it was rich, dark chocolate.  And there were petzel sticks and skewers of strawberries and pineapple chunks and banana slices and pieces of pound cake to dip.  


When that fountain started flowing, the whole wedding changed.  The kids ran up to the front and within moments their faces and hands were smeared with chocolate and the beautiful white flower girl dress started to turn not-so-white any more.  But the adults were quickly at it too—men rolling up the sleeves of their white dress shirts and then accidentally knocking into a bridesmaid with her long satin dress holding four dripping skewers of chocolate-dipped strawberries.  It was total mayhem around that chocolate fountain, and it was heaven.


You see, Jesus never said that the Kingdom of God is like a wedding.  He said the Kingdom of God is like a wedding banquet.  And when I think of those words, I always now imagine that dripping, messy, abundant and totally delicious chocolate fountain.  That’s my image for what Jesus was talking about—the Kingdom of God is overflowing goodness, boundless grace, abundant love.  And there is enough for everyone—enough for just about anyone who can get dragged in, enough for those who have waiting and planned and hoped to be there, and enough for those who just could not resist the invitation at the moment it was given.  


The abundant, overflowing grace of God is, for me, at the heart of the Christian story.  Out of abundant, overflowing love, God gave to the world Jesus Christ, and Jesus lived and died and lived again as a powerful and world-changing expression of that love.  At his birth, there was room for both shepherds and kings.  At his table, there was room for fishermen and Pharisees and tax collectors and prostitutes.  At his death, he reached out in love to those who crucified him and those who hung with him.  And at his resurrection, he proclaimed to all time and all people that God’s goodness cannot be limited or controlled even by death.  There is enough love, enough grace, for all who would seek and ask and desire God.  


There is enough!  What a privledge it is to preach that Gospel!  What a joy!  There is enough for me to take all I need today—I don’t have to wait for an emergency, I don’t have to save up for another day.  I can drench myself in God’s abundant love today!  I don’t have to wait until I’m sober, I don’t have to wait until I’m organized, I don’t have to wait until I’m sane, I don’t have to wait until I’m solvent, I don’t have to wait until I’ve worked out my theology, I don’t have to wait until I’ve forgiven everyone, I don’t have to wait to receive God’s grace!  There is enough!  Will you say that with me?  Say it your yourself, to all the aching, hungry parts of yourself.  (There is enough!)  Say it to the person sitting next to you in worship this morning, on your left and on your right.  (There is enough!)  


Doesn’t it feel good to say that?  It feels great—and I often wish that we could stop there.  I wish I could just pitch a tent next to that overflowing fountain of grace and live the rest of my life there.  But here’s the problem:  the rest of the world doesn’t play by God’s rules.  While God’s love doesn’t have limits, our time sure does, and so does our money and so does our energy.  We live in a world where a huge amount of money given to hurricane survivors means that there is less money for other important things.  In our world, if we give one child a lot of attention one day, we have given less attention to another child.  In our lives, if we take time to care for ourselves we have less time to care for others.  What all of this means is that there is a huge disconnect between the abundance of God and the limits of our lives.  And since our job here on Sunday is to make a connection between the Gospel and our lives, we can’t let that disconnect be.  We can’t just celebrate and declare the good news without considering how to integrate it with our lives outside of this room.


Here’s one solution:  perhaps our job here on Sundays is to fill up as much as possible on abundant grace so that we can sustain ourselves on it for the rest of the week in the world of limits.  Maybe if we fill ourselves up with grace on Sunday, then we’ll be able to survive in the world during the week to come with our souls in tact.  This is the binge theory of the religious life—we fill ourselves up on Sunday in worship, or every morning in prayer, or once a year on retreat, and then we live off of the insight and strength we’ve gained from that time for the day or the week or the year to come.  We live in the world with a kind of secret knowledge that we are not playing by the same rules, defined by the same priorities as others. 


Friends, I’ve thought of my involvement in church in this way off and on for years.  But in the end, I’m not satisfied with it.  You see, I keep thinking of that wedding, and of the fountain of chocolate.  In the end, the sign that you’ve been to the fountain is not simply the smears of chocolate on your face and on your dress.  The sign that you’ve been to the fountain is that your hands are filled with dripping skewers of pineapple and strawberries that you’re bring back to everyone else at your table.  The sign that you’ve been to the banquet is not that you’ve had to let your belt out a notch, but that you’re carrying a doggy bag filled with goodness for all of those who haven’t yet come to the table.


What would it mean to not just live off of God’s abundant grace, but to share it?  What would it mean to draw on our experience of grace not just for personal sustenance, but as something we intend to give as a gift to the world?  Perhaps it would mean knowing that that despite the rules of our world as they currently stand, there is enough honor around for us to honor everyone we meet.  There is enough respect around for us to respect those who are experts and those who are amateurs and those who have just barely begun.  There is enough love around for jealousy to seem pretty ridiculous.  There is enough joy around to let others laugh when they need to laugh, and enough comfort around to let others weep when they need to weep.  


And there is enough goodness to know that whenever we come in contact with a person or a system that seeks to limit or deny or exclude, we will not let their words be the end of the story.  We can instead believe that there is another table—God’s table—where we can all be fed, all be welcomed, and all be given enough to share.  And we can insist that the world is not as it should be—God’s kingdom has not come—until we expand our tables, and invite everyone who we can find, regardless of status or qualification, to come together at that table of plenty, on earth as it is in heaven.
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