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If the parables in today’s Gospel, about the marriage feast and the wedding garment, make us feel rather uncomfortable that is what they are meant to do. 
Christians often begin with the idea that God’s word, as revealed in the teachings of Jesus, will be easy to understand and apply. It is said that Jesus spoke in parables in order to make things easy to understand. But as we grow and develop as human beings it soon becomes apparent that these teachings are often not at all easy to understand. According to the Gospels the parables, for example, are told specifically so that many people will not understand them[footnoteRef:1] and many of us have some difficulty in understanding exactly what it means to ‘love your neighbour as yourself,’[footnoteRef:2] or ‘do not resist an evil doer’,[footnoteRef:3] or ‘the first shall be last and the last shall be first’.[footnoteRef:4] [1:     Mark 4: 11-12.]  [2:     Matt 22: 39.]  [3:     Matt 5: 39.]  [4:     Matt 22: 14.] 

One way to understand Jesus’ teaching is that the language of teaching is the language of hyperbole, of symbol, metaphor, allegory, icon, paradox and yes, parable. These are all figures of speech that Jesus used in his teaching. They may well be unfamiliar to us but their purpose is to drive us beyond a literal meaning to a deeper, spiritual meaning. To take Jesus’ sayings only in a literal sense is to miss their meaning. To reveal their meaning we have to reflect what they have to say to us uniquely and how we should receive them and put them into practical use in our lives.
When we reflect on the text, holding it up to the light from different aspects, we are engaging with text which is threaded together in a tapestry of interwoven words, and thereby holding a conversation between the text and our experience. 
In a nutshell today’s Gospel is a story of salvation history in which God sends prophets and evangelists with good news, which some reject and some accept. ‘Many are called, but few are chosen.’[footnoteRef:5] Many hear the word of God but few will heed it. [5:     Matt. 22: 14.] 

There is a similar story in Luke’s gospel.[footnoteRef:6] Invited guests are left out of a wedding feast by their own action. Their places are taken by outsiders, sinners and tax collectors, brought in off the streets from the wrong side of town. [6:     Luke 14: 15-24. See also the Gospel of Thomas 64.] 

The symbol of the heavenly banquet was a traditional one for the bliss of the good time to come, when the kingdom of God would be revealed. It was foreshadowed by Isaiah in today’s first reading. Isaiah prophesied that ‘the Lord of Hosts will make for all peoples …  a feast of rich food filled with marrow, of well-matured wines strained clear.’[footnoteRef:7] Then, the prophet tells us, in unforgettable words, God will wipe away the tears from every eye and destroy the shroud that is cast over all people.[footnoteRef:8] [7:     Is. 25: 6-8.]  [8:     Is. 25: 7.] 

The allusion to the heavenly banquet would not have been lost on Matthew’s hearers. The words of the invitation, common to Luke and Matthew, ‘Come, all is ready’ correspond to Jesus’s call: ‘Repent, for the Kingdom of God has come.’[footnoteRef:9] The call is rejected by the righteous and accepted by the social and religious outcasts. But Luke’s account has none of the violence of Matthew’s which in the course of telling has been transformed into an elaborate piece of allegory.   [9:     Matt. 3:2; 4:17; Mark 1:15.] 

The king issues invitations to a royal wedding-feast to notables among the city-dwellers. His servants inform the guests that all is ready, but none would come. No reason is given for their disloyal and ungracious behaviour which would have been tantamount to political insubordination. The king orders a second set of servants with a renewed invitation, to which the guests respond by brutally attacking them and killing them, which leads to their city being burnt down (an allusion, as foretold by the prophets, to the destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem, by the Romans in AD 70, not long before Matthew’s account would have been written).
Then we are back to the wedding feast. The king orders his servants, for the third time, to issue invitations to a much wider group of people, both bad and good, prostitutes, sinners, the blind, the lame, people who thought they had been forgotten, people who would not have been allowed in the Temple. At last, the wedding was furnished with guests.
At this point it sounds like a nice warm story about God throwing a party for his son, Jesus to which everyone is invited, come as you are. This is about inclusion, let everyone in. God loves and accepts us just as we are. That’s what we want to hear. After all, the feast of rich and well-matured wines was meant for all, Isaiah said.
But one of the guests appears to the king without a wedding garment. Well, he had been brought in off the street. How was he expected to be attired in proper wedding dress or even adopt a ‘smart casual’ mode? 
Asked to explain himself to the king, the wedding guest was speechless. He had absolutely nothing to say. At least he did not say anything. For which he is bound hand and foot, expelled from the feast, cast into outer darkness, where there would be weeping and gnashing of teeth. This doesn’t sound very much like an inclusive party thrown by a warm and genuinely hospitable host.
Well, it’s true that God loves us just the way we are. But he loves us so much that he doesn’t want us to stay like that. When the blind and the lame came to Jesus, He didn’t say, “You’re alright as you are.” He healed them. When the prostitutes and extortioners came to Jesus, He didn’t say, “You’re alright as you are.” His love reached them where they were, but he loved them so much that he refused to let them stay as they were. Love wants the best for the beloved. Their lives were transformed, healed, changed.
As we examine ourselves and how we live together in these uncertain, divisive times, as the colder autumn nights draw in and the prospect of social, political and economic upheaval beckons, when many will be fearful and anxious about the future, especially those living alone, those facing financial hardship, or illness perhaps now is the time, slowly and quite possibly painfully, to adjust to the new and different light that God in Christ reflects, a light which illumines a path of being human in a way that we have not yet tried. To follow that path should lead us to turn back, or to turn away from, the old preoccupations, the unsettled scores and concerns that have dogged us, consciously or otherwise, possibly for years - or separated us from loved ones, friends and others who matter to us. 
One of the disconcerting but liberating things about learning to love someone, and to be loved in return, is that we are shown that we are lovable beneath the defences we erect. Love touches us back into life. It holds us, so that we retrieve our soul, saving us from ourselves and the hurt we can do. By responding to God’s love, we begin to understand what it means to be a human being, fully alive.
The improperly dressed wedding guest was speechless when his host asked him: “Friend, how did you manage come to the party dressed like that?” It is a genuine inquiry, issued to a friend. How might the wedding guest have replied? He might have said:
‘I’m sorry. Forgive me. I am not worthy. I was hungry and thirsty. I was lost and wanted to be found. I want to change. I trust you.’
None of us has an immaculate white garment. We are not worthy so much as to gather up the crumbs under God’s table to which we shall be invited shortly. Many will hear the call of God, but only a few will heed it. God’s invitation to accept the kingdom is cast wide. By not accepting that invitation we exclude ourselves from it. By accepting his invitation, we clothe ourselves with righteousness, that is right relationship with God whose kingdom is one in which love and justice, truth and mercy and holiness reign. 
Although entry to the kingdom of heaven, God’s salvation, is open to all (the good and the bad) it is not therefore without its standards, or to be taken lightly. The new people of God must not fall into the same error of the old Israel without an appropriate change of life. It is tempting to interpret the significance of the wedding garment with reference to conjectures about the customs of the time and what would have been regarded as proper dress when Matthew was writing. But by doing so we run the risk of obscuring the real purpose of this parable. The wedding garment must refer to something that renders a person to be an acceptable guest, the absence of which would render his or her presence ‘unsuitable.’
That something or metaphor is for each one of us to discover, by asking ourselves: what will make us, and the way we live our lives, acceptable to God? If we are honest with ourselves such an inquiry ought to shake us from a sense of complacency. 
To be sure, God loves us just the way we are. But he loves us so much that he doesn’t want us to stay like that.   
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