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Introduction to the Morning Lesson

Some of you have noticed acouple of additionsin our new bulletin format. Onefeatureisa
brief decription of the pattern of Preshyterian worship: Gathering, Word, Eucharig (when wehave
cammunion), and Sending. Eachweek the bulletin remindsustha thispattern ismoreor less
present whenever wewoarship. If wecompare worship to adance it@alittlebit like reminding
ourslves of the 2eps one, two, three or one, two, three, four. When weknow the $epsby heart, we
can danceN or warship N morejoyfully.

A secand new feature emphagzes disciplined reeding of the Bible, ether by reading the
lectionary-assigned texts eechwesk or reading through the Biblein ayear@time. Eachwesk welig
the appropriate cripturesto hep usfathfully read the Bible T o lead into today@lesson | want to
sy abrief additiona word about the lectionary.

Therearemany lectionariesand they have exiged from mog ancient times A lectionary
amply assgns passagesto beread on agpecific day. The Presbyterian Churchfollowswhat iscdled
the Revised Common Lectionary, @anmonObecauseit isfollowed by many denominationsbesdes
ours Episcapd, Lutheran, United Church of Chrig, Roman Catholics(United Sates), and
M ethodigsto name afew.l Having acommon lectionary meansthat dl kindsof Chrigiansall across
the cauntry arereading the same textson the same Sundays

For each Sunday of the year and other important holy dayslike Ash Wednesday and M aundy
Thurgday thelectionary asagnsup to four texts typicdly thereisan Old Tesament text, apsaim
text, agogpd text, and atext from theres of the New Tegament beyond the gogpels Furthermore,
thereisathree-year cycleto thelectionary and each cycle beginson thefirg Qunday of Advent. The
\Oyear featuresreadingsfrom Mathen@Gopd, the BOyear from Mark@Gopd, and the @O
year from Luke@Gowd. Readings from John@Gogpd are goread throughout the other three years
We are nearing the end of the QAOyear and will sart the BOyear when Advent begins seven wesks
from today.

Mog of the srmons preached here are basad on one of the lectionary texts The exceptionsto
this generdly spesking, are when | preach a sarmon sriesorganized around atheme or ubject, and
even then | mog often work with lectionary textsathough not aways on the Sunday to whichthey
aeasdgned.

Two benefitsresult from al of this one for the preacher and onefor the congregeation.
Preachersbendfit because 0 many churchesare warking with the same textsa the sametime, lots of
resurcesare avalableto hep us gudy. Congregationsbenefit because preecherswho takethe
lectionary serioudy won®just ride ther favorite hobbyhorse scripturesdl thetime. They are
prodded by thelectionary to preach on awider variety of textsand that blessesthe church. Which
bringsme, a long lag, to the scripture for today.

| don®likeit. It@apainful text, adifficut text, aconfrontivetext. Wereit not asigned by the

1 The Revised Common Lectionary: Consultation on Common Texts (Nashville Abingdon Press, 1992) 9, 11.
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lectionary, | probably would never preachit. But it is and | mug. You may not likeit ether, but
thereisaword heretha weneed to hear. So let@turn to aparable of Jesusaswefind it in Matthew
22.

Mathew 221-14 (NRSV)

Oncemore Jesus spoke to them in parables saying: Orhe kingdom of heaven may be
campared to aking who gave awedding banquet for hisson. He sent hisdavesto cdl those who had
been invited to thewedding banquet, but they would not come. Again he sent other daves saying,
@ell those who have been invited: Look, | have prepared my dinner, my oxen and my fat cdveshave
been daughtered, and everythingisready; cometo the wedding banquet.CBut they made light of it
and went away, oneto hisfarm, another to hisbusness whiletheres seized hisdaves midrested
them, and killed them. Theking wasenraged. He sent histroops destroyed those murderers and
burned their city. Then he ssid to hisdaves Fhewedding isready, but thoseinvited were not
worthy. Go thereforeinto the main sreets, and invite everyoneyou find to the wedding banquet.O
Thos= daveswent out into the dreetsand gathered dl whom they found, both good and bad; so the
wedding hdl wasfilled with guests

@ut when theking camein to see the guests, he noticed aman therewho was not wearing a
wedding robe and he said to him, ®riend, how did you get in herewithout awedding robeXAnd
hewas peechiess Then theking said to the attendants @ind him hand and foot, and throw him
into the outer darkness wheretherewill bewesping and gnashing of teeth.CFor many are cdled, but
few are chosn.O

ONE: Matthew’s context

Let@think for amoment about the cantext of how M athew@Gospd cameto be During
Jeusife and minigry, no one wrote down verbaim what he said. Certainly histeachingsand
actionsweaeremembeed. Traditions deveoped, firg ordly and eventudly in writing. And those
traditionsweare wha the gospe writershad to work with when they st down to canpose thear
doriesof Jesuslong after helived on earth. Thisfact explainsalot about why today@text is
difficut for us

Mog New Tesament scholarsfed that M athew®Gospd waswritten sometime between 80-
90 of thefirg century, in other words ahaf-century after JesusCerucifixion and resurrection.2 The
gospe writer wanted to tell the gory of Jesusin away tha would hdp Chrigiansliving 50 years
after Jeus Soin thistext, hetook a parable of the Lord from the tradition and with a cauple of
additiond sentencestrangormed it into an dlegory.

Every detail in an dlegory symbolizes something dse and M athew@origina audiencewould
have known how to decade the details One scholar expressesthe detailsthisway.3

2 By way of overal judgment on the MatthewOssue it isbest to acoept the common position that canonical
Matthew was origindly written in Greek by a non-eyewithesswhose nameisunknown to usand who depended on
urceslike Mark and Q.OCNII this makes AD 80-90 the mogt plausble dating; but theargumentsarenot precise, and
a least adecadein ether direction mug be allowed.ORaymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the New Testament (New
York: Doubleday, 1997) 210-211 and 217.

3 ThomasG. Long, Matthew (Louisiille Westminger John Knox Press, 1997) 246.
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king = God
N = Jeus
mariagefeed = thegreat mariagefeas of the Lamb of God at the end of
time (see Mathew 8.11 and Revdaion 9.9)
daves = prophets
thoinvited tothewedding = Igad
violence = Igad@rdection of theprophets
dedroyedcity = fdl of Jrusdemin AD. 70
gaheringof good andbad = evangdigic misson of church
wealdinghdl = church

Reading thetext asan dlegory goesalong way to explaning why it sounds so srange and harsh to
usbut why it would make sense when M athew wroteit.

When theinvited guests without any legitimate excuses? refused to cometo the wedding
feagt for theking®@son, theking sent hisarmy to kill them and burn down their city while the food
for the wedding was getting cold. Now, that doesn® make sense dther on thelipsof Jesusor in
termsof thered waorld. But when the gogpd waswritten it wes a leaedt ten yearsanceJerusdem had
been burned down by Rome. Both Jawsand Chrigtians saw Jerusdlem®@degtruction as God®
judgment againg Igrad. Chrigianswho heard M athew®Gospd heard the dlegory asasgn of that
judgment.>

Why wauld M athew want to make that point? Aimog al of thefirg Chrigianswere Jaws By
thetime of the mid-80swhen the gogpd waswritten, they waeincreaangly gentileand therewasa
growing rift beween church and synagogue. M athew was probably living in acommunity where
therewasbath aChrigian house church and a synagogue. Some, perhaps even the mgority of the
Chrigiansthere had garted out asJews The gogpd writer needed to show why they should cameto
churchand not the synagogue down the greet. So making thetext an dlegory of judgment agang
|gadl helped the writer make that point.6

Another part of the dlegory seemsharsh to usbut made sensein Mathew®cmtext. In the
dlegory, after theorigina inviteesdidn®come and warekilled, theking gill wanted to havethe

4 Gundry contrags Matthew@allegory with what may have been the origina version of Jesustparable asfound in
Luke 14.15-24. In Luke@verson theinvited guestsOexcuses appear legitimate and unavoidable. They are made politely.
But the refusdlsin Matthew are brusjue and the excusesare without any merit. Thisintensfiesthe guilt of QgadOin
refusng the grace of God. Robert H. Gundry, Matthew: A Commentary on His Literary and Theological Art (Grand
Rapids William B. Eerdmans 1982) 435.

5 (rheinaulting and killing of the messengersisa startling allegorical festure; 0 isthe surprising Blitzkrieg in
which theking, beforethefeas can cool degroysthe city and itsinhabitantsfor not coming. (Hasasaying of Jeus
about judgment on Jerusalem, expresed in war terms been combined with a parable about awedding feas?) Then,
amid the smoking ruins, the mesengers go to where the roads leave the city and find people (refugees from the desroyed
dty, or outsders) to fill the banquet hall.OFloyd V. Filson, A Commentary on the Gospel According ro St. Marthew
(London: Adam & CharlesBlack, 1971) 233.

6 evotess[Jews, Chrigtians Jewish-Chrigiang attending each were dose enough for mutua comparison and
contragt. Matthen®Gogpd ssemsto demand something likethat sort of stuation: the Chrigtian sect not only was aware
of the older and better-esablished Jewish tradition but aso found itsdf required to explain and undersand N firgt of
foritdf N why it came to worship hereand not in the synagogue down the srest.OLuke Timothy Johnson, 7%e
Writings of the New Testament: An Interpretation, rev. ed. (Minneapolis Fortress Press 1999) 191.
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wedding party for hisson. So he sent hisdavesto invite anyone and everyone, good and bad alike,
Then theking went to look at the guetsand he saw one man who was not dressed gppropriatdly.
Grriend,Gtheking said. In M atthew®Gogpe the word GriendOdways has a negative connotation.
It@more likethe king was saying, GHey, Buster, how did you get in here dressed likethat 23 So he
had hisservantstie up thisman and throw him out. That ssemsalittle unfar, when you think of it,
because the man wasinvited off the greets He had no timeto prepare for awedding. How cauld
the king expect him to dress appropriaely? Even more unfair iswha theking ssid: O'hrow him into
the outer darknessOThat meansthat ingead of tossng the poorly dressed man into the Sreetsagain,
they tossed him into hell.

Why wauld M atthew want to make that point with such hyperbde?Because some of the
gentilescoming into hischurchweetaking God@gracefor granted. They thought God had judged
|lsrael but gracioudy wdcamed them and they weare not willing to change and grow. When God
invitesusinto hiskingdom, he expectsthat wewon®say like wewee8 Asonewriter putsit, GGod
expects hispeople to show up for the wedding banquet of hisSon.E  [We] had better appreciate the
invitation and show it reppectE [We] don®need to kill any prophetsto rousethe king@wrath.
Taking theinvitation lightly and showing up in [our] cut-offsmay get the same reaction.® In other
words weare saved by gracebut God expectsour livesto change because of that grace Chridians
need to wear attire appropriateto grace We need to wear the garments of righteousness That wasn®
happening enough in M atthew@church and he shaped the dlegory to make that point.

TWO: What about us?

So what about us?What isthishard text saying to ustoday?| @ ansve the sameway | answve
when | am occaondly asked what led meto becaneaminiger. | normaly say my mother did and
my pagtor. | was blessed to have one pagor from age seven dl the way through ssminary and
beyond. Thereweae dso some youth group leadersand an older friend who were very important.
But |®ecameto redizetha | sddom mention Mary Jane Hawley and in some waysshewasthe
mog important of all.

MissHawley wasmy high school English teacher. She got permisson from the school board
to teach our honors English classal three yearsof high school. She warked usharder than any
tescher |®e ever had and held usmore accauntable. And whet little | know about presching, |

7 Long, 247.

8| didn®havetimeto makethe following point athough it ismost apropos CFinaly, the pericopeis profoundly
mora. God@people are expected to be obedient to God and hisprophets. Jesusand the Pharissesdo not disagreeat this
point N only about the nature of such obedience. Theindusivenessof the Kingdom of God isnot an easy tolerance It
isnot antinomian, asit is often misnterpreted among more liberal Chrigiansthese days Nor doestheinvitation of
God leave the gatusquo untouched, as more conservetive American Chrigians might betempted to think. The
invitation isgenerousand it isbroad, but it isnot an invitation to acomeasyou are party, and it doesnot makethe
colossal error of the contemporary sdf-eseem movement. It doesnot pretend that Qou are jug fine the way you are.O
You arenot N you aretroubled, confused, sinful, morta, perhapssck or in degp disress The Gogd isnot the
announcement that any of isjust finethe way weare. Rather, God loves so much that hewill not leave usunchanged.O
Roger E. Van Harn, ed., The Lectionary Commentary: Theological Exegesis for Sunday’s Texts, The Third Readings (The
Gospels) (Grand Rapids Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2001) 128.

9Van Harn, 127, 128.
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probably learned mogly from her even though preaching wasthe fartheg thing from what she
thought shewasteaching.

You e, MissHawley taught me to write. We learned to write by writing sentences over and
over and over and over. Then wewent on to paragraphs MissHawley would make uswrite and
rewrite paragrgphsfive, 9x, saven times A good poken sermon begins awayswith agood written
sermon. [t@not for meto say whether my sermonsare good or not. They usudly fall short of my
own gandards But | do the best | know how with them and they dwaysbegin with writing. Miss
Hawley deservesthe credit for that. She made a differencefor me, adifferencetha continuesto this
very day.

Good teechersalways make a difference | reed somewhere about adinner party wherethe
guesswaetaking about @he way things are.OOne man, aCEO of some carporation, decided to
explain the problem with educaion. He argued thisway. QWhat@akid going to learn from someone
who decided hisbest option in lifewasto become ateacher?You know, it@true what they say about
teachers Thosewho can do, do, and those who cannot do, teech O

To bdger hisargument he said to another guest, GHey, Susan, you®@e atescher. Be honeg,
what do you make®O

Susan had areputation for honesty and frankness and here@how shereplied. Orou want to
know what | make?l make kidswork harder than they ever thought they cauld and | can make kids
st through 40 minutesof gudy hall in absolute silence | can makea GC+Cfed likethe
Congressond Medd of Honor and an Q\Ofed like adap in the faceif the gsudent didn®do hisor
her very bed.

Q can make parentstremblewhen | cdl home or fed dmog like they won the lottery when |
tdl them how wdl their child isprogressng. You want to know what | make?l make kidswonder, |
make them quegtion, | make them criticize, | make them gpologize and mean it, | makethem write
and | make them reed, read, read. | makethem show dl their work in math and hideit dl on ther
find draftsin English.O

She paused amoment and then added, @ make them undergtand that if you havethe brains
then follow your heart. And if Someone ever triesto judge you by what you makein money, you pay
them no atention.

Orou want to know what | makeshe sad finaly. @ make adifference What about you?O

MissHawley would agree.

Friends thisiswhy weneed to hear thistext asuncomfortable asit may be Thisgogpd text is
like Susan gettingin our facewhen wethink wede got it dl figured out. If weheer thistext likea
good tescher, it will make a difference 1t@saying what wedo matters It ssysquit taking God@grace
lightly. Graceneedsto make adifferencein our livesjus like agood teacher dways makesa
difference

Conclusion

For somereason | remember agtory from another tescher N my band director told when |
wasin junior high. | think he was upsst because someone kept missng hiscue. So hetold usabout
the days when many towns had their own bands and they would play on the bandgandsin the parks
a the center of town. One particuar town didn®have anyoneto play the cymbds They wae
rehearang anumbe that jus had to have acymbd player. The cymbadshad only one noteto play
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but it wasright near theend if it was missed the whole piecewas Spoiled. So a condderable expense
and effort, the band director hired acymbd player from another town to come and play thisone
note during the concat. The hired player wasn@able to renearse with the band but he assured the
director tha he knew the musc and exactly when to play.

Theday of theconcet finaly arrived. The cymbd player d<o arrived jud in timeto take his
cymbdsand dip into placeon the bandgand asthe performancebegan. It wasagrand performance
Thetowngolk were amiling happily, canmenting tha the band had never sounded beter. Theband
played on and the musc wasreachingitsclimax. Thedirector was pumping awvay furioudy, and a
the right moment heturned to cue the cymbd player for hisal important note.

Thecymbd player wes adeep.

Hewoke up when the director@baton hit him right in the middle of hisforeheed.

| don®know why | have remembered that story but it impressed on me never to missmy cue
[t@probably theonly thing | dowdl and | am aone note guy. | dwayspreach the graceof God.
Cuemeand | @ going to bang the cymbdsfor the graceof God. 1@n aone-note prescher and many
who hear me say they are blessed by it.

But just like M atthew®a legory, my band director@story cutsthe other way too. When God
cuesus weneed to play. We cannot think about playing. We caanot wish wewere playing. We
canot intend to play. We cannot plan to play later. We mug play. And wecannot play generdly.
We mug dways play ecificdly. In other words, for thischurchto play the musc God givesusto
play, everyone of ushasan important part even if it isjust one note. If one of us misses God@cue,
al of usauffer. When God cuesus you and | mug do many ecific things Thereisno exaing it.
We mug give ecific dollars We mug give specific time. We mug pray and sudy oecificdly. We
mug serve gecificdly and wemug worship specificdly. Our reponseto God canot begenerd.
God expectsusto play theright note when weare cued.

And if wearenot doing that, to change the metaphor back to the text, then weare not
dressng appropriatdy. We are not putting on the garmentsof righteousnessthat God expectsof us
And | urgeyou as| urge mysf, for the ske of our souls to take thisserioudy. In the name of
Chrid.



