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It is very much the tradition of the Episcopal Church to literally preach the Gospel:  That is to say, the 

homily you will hear each Sunday morning is almost certainly going to be an exposition of the assigned 

reading from the Gospel for that day.  This morning’s gospel reading paints for us this particularly cheery 

picture:  A king has a wedding banquet, the invited guests make excuses to not show up, so the King has 

them killed, like you do.  He then invites a “second string” group of people to take their places, and upon 

finding one of them improperly dressed for the feast, he orders him seized, bound, and thrown out into 

outer darkness.  And they all lived happily ever after.  Aren’t you glad you came today?  Don’t you want 

to trade places with me and preach this one? 

 

Many of us find this story rather shocking, and seemingly inconsistent with the nice Jesus we like to find 

in the Gospels.  But the fact is that most of Jesus’s teachings were shocking, unexpected, and unsettling 

to his first listeners.  For so many of them, we’ve simply heard them so many times, and through our own 

cultural and religious filters, so that we no longer take any offense at their shocking premises, and so 

sometimes even miss the point.  Today’s Gospel is no such passage.  We still find it shocking.  So let us 

seize that opportunity to be challenged by a story of Jesus, just as those around him were.  It is said the 

Gospel is meant to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.  So let’s be a bit afflicted today, shall 

we? 

 

Whenever we approach the Gospels, or any passage of Scripture, it is important to remind ourselves of 

what kind of literature we are reading, and how it should (or should not) be handled.  Remember that, as 

he often did, Jesus is speaking here in a parable.  This is a story in which Jesus tells us that a certain spiritual 

truth is “kinda like this.”  Parables illustrate spiritual truths in something like the way poetry illustrates 

emotions –the collective imagery of the parables end up telling us something a straightforward statement 

of doctrine could not.  Each parable is a line “passing by” the truth, getting close, but not in and of itself 

defining truth.  When all the “passing by” lines are drawn, they intersect to show us the shape and outline 

of the central spiritual fact, but no single line captures the whole truth in and of itself.  So, when we read 

parables, we must remember this.  The parable is a story, not a history.  Jesus is not telling us about an 

actual king who actually slaughtered his entire wedding reception guest list.  Nor is a parable a set of 

instructions.  We cannot dissect this or any parable into a list of principles about the nature of God or how 

we should act.  Jesus is obviously not suggesting we find people poorly dressed for banquets to bind and 

cast out.  A parable, responsibly used, generally captures just one or two central truths, and illustrates 

them in memorable, and sometimes even shocking and unsettling ways.  While we often find familiar 

parables as stories that offer comfort and familiarity, their purpose is far more in line with shaking and 

uprooting a familiar belief to replace it with a new and often revolutionary one. 

 

A second important principle for understanding parables comes from the seminal works of that great 

atheist theologian Douglas Adams, in his Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy series. If you haven’t read these 

wonderful, playful, and often profound books, the basic premise involves a civilization in an unspecified 

part of time and space, who build a giant computer to find for them the ultimate answer to the ultimate 

question of life, the universe, and everything.  The computer labors for millions of years, as generation 

after generation passes on the responsibility of awaiting the answer.  Finally, the day comes, and with 



great celebration, the people gather, only to hear the computer tell them that the ultimate answer to the 

ultimate question of life, the universe, and everything is, in fact, 42.  The computer informs them that the 

answer is quite surely correct, but that what they’ve failed to do is to ask what the actual question was in 

the first place, rendering the answer, while correct, meaningless. 

 

We often have the same unfortunate tendency in reading the teachings of Jesus.  Through no fault of our 

own on a Sunday morning, when our readings are isolated from all of their original context, we read little 

snippets of the Jesus Answer without having any real idea of what Question Jesus was answering in the 

first place, or in what circumstances or context the parable was told.  But we should make use of all the 

hints we can when approaching the symbolic and potentially revolutionary contents of a parable.  This 

morning’s parable comes in the midst of a series of incidents and parables that immediately follow the 

Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem in Matthew’s gospel.  That is, they immediately follow the events we 

commemorate as Palm Sunday, and fall during the last week of Jesus earthly life, leading up to his 

crucifixion.  Because he knows of his coming death (as he repeatedly tried to explain to the disciples), 

Jesus has entered “the gloves are off” mode in his criticism of the religious establishment of the day.  This 

story is immediately preceded by the Cursing of the Fig Tree (which Jesus enacts as a living parable against 

the Pharisees failure to bear appropriate fruit at his coming), a confrontation with the Pharisees over 

whether the Baptism of John had divine or human origins, the Parable of the Two Sons (in which Jesus 

scolds the religious of his day by comparing them to a son who gives verbal obedience to his father but 

then fails to actually do the work he promised to do), and then by last week’s Gospel lesson, the Parable 

of the Wicked Tenants (in which Jesus calls out the religious establishment for refusing to accept his 

message, and again predicts his coming death at their hands).   

 

Today’s Gospel follows on from this series, and is again pointed directly at the religious establishment.  

Jesus compares his coming to a wedding banquet (an image certainly familiar to us!).  Those who were 

expected to come fail to do so.  They make excuses.  The clear implication is again a criticism against the 

religious insiders of his day (and ours?) … you of all people should get this.  You of all people should be at 

this banquet.  But then, as now, some people were so busy being religious that they never saw God 

standing in their midst.  So, Jesus says, with the “proper” invited guests failing to turn up, the king gives 

up on them and invites others.  Everyone who ends up at the banquet is someone who never made the 

first cut for invitations.  They are brought in from the streets, they are nobody, the hoi polloi, and, as the 

parable tells us, good and bad alike.  These are not the honored guests expected at the feast.  They are 

not the religious who would “obviously” be expected to see God and turn up at his party.  They are the 

unexpected, the second string, the marginal.  They were not expected, but now they are the honored 

guests.  They are the ones who will feast now, because the “real” religious failed to notice God among 

them. 

 

And that would be a lovely, comforting image of how God’s grace and favor is given not on the basis of 

great religiosity or seeming holiness, but freely, and to the lowly.  Except the story doesn’t end there.   

 

“But when the king came in 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.’  For many are called, but few are chosen.” 



Well there’s a fly in the ointment.  One of these marginal ones, welcomed to the feast, is suddenly bound 

and cast out, apparently for not being dressed properly.  What?  Grace and favor seem to have suddenly 

given way to weeping and gnashing.  I’m afraid that phrase always reminds me of the Irish Member of 

Parliament and Fundamentalist Preacher Ian Paisley, who was said to be preaching one of his typical fire 

and brimstone sermons, warning his hearings of the coming gnashing of teeth.  An elderly parishioner was 

said to have called out, “Yes, but I have no teeth.”  To which Paisley intoned, “Teeth will be provided!” 

 

It’s a silly story, true or not, but as it happens, it provides an excellent segue, “speaking of things 

provided…”  This last part of the parable turns very much on a piece of clothing, a wedding robe.  One of 

the last minute guests is not wearing one.  At first this doesn’t seem surprising.  After all, he wasn’t 

planning on being at a wedding, and we must assume that at least some of these marginal, outsider, 

“second string” guests must have been poor.  Perhaps he just couldn’t afford wedding clothes.  Why then 

should this be cause for being cast out. 

 

The answer probably lies in ancient wedding custom.  While no one is absolutely certain of this, it is 

believed that the tradition at a grand feast held by a wealthy host was that the appropriate dress was in 

fact provided by the host.  This practice is at least hinted at several places in Scripture, and the idea of 

stores of fine clothing being among the great treasures of the wealthy is relatively common in the Bible.  

This is, for instance, why we are warned not to store up treasure “where moths destroy.”  Moths are no 

threat to gold, but they are to fine garments.  We can also picture this practice in the famous parable of 

the Prodigal Son.  When the son returns, penniless and covered in pig filth, the father calls out to his 

servants:  “Quickly, bring out a robe—the best one—and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals 

on his feet.”  Suddenly, the outcast son is once again clothed in treasure, and the lost one becomes the 

honored guest at the feast.  Robes will be provided. 

 

Whether we can definitively prove this ancient custom, the same conclusion can likely be drawn from the 

text itself.  With all of these unexpected, “less desirable” guests, only one is found without the proper 

dress.  Where did all the others suddenly come up with wedding robes then, especially presuming, again, 

that at least some would have been the poor and outcast of the streets.  The only sensible answer is that 

they were provided.  If that’s so, then what might have seemed like a simple lack of proper wardrobe on 

the part of the guest must now be interpreted as an intentional slight to the host.  He must have  been 

provided with a wedding robe, but refused to wear it.  He, like the original guests, was called to the 

banquet, and refused to enter into the celebration. 

 

Jesus is saying to us in this parable that being guests at the wedding banquet, being welcomed and 

included in the family and kingdom of God, does not depend on religiosity, or wealth, or a place among 

the desirable people.  You just have to dress right.  What? No wedding robes?  Not to worry, robes will be 

provided.  The act of coming into Gods presence, of entering the kingdom, of joining the banquet is not 

an act of our own merit.  It is a gift of God.  We are acceptable in God’s sight because we are clothed with 

the robes God himself provided.  When did this happen?  The answer is, at the very beginning.  God has 

clothed each of us with the most honorable robe of all.  We are clothed in the robe of human flesh 

sanctified beyond all imagination by being the chosen robe of Jesus himself, God made the stuff of our 

own existence.  We are clothed with the honor of the image of God in creation and in our day to day 

unfolding into our whole selves and God’s people fully alive.  We are clothed with the garments of the 



church in Baptism and the rites, sacraments, and fellowship we share as Christ’s visible body on earth.  

And we will just as surely be clothed in glory at the final wedding banquet, when we are gathered to the 

celebration prepared for us before all time.  Not because we were of the status to be on the list.  Not 

because we were religious, not because we had it figured out.  But because robes will be provided.  Wear 

them, and join the celebration. 

 

I think it’s worth noting too, that we may well make an incorrect assumption about his dress.  Most likely, 

we assume that because he wasn’t wearing a wedding robe, he must not have been dressed well enough 

for the banquet.  But the parable never says that.  It says he wasn’t wearing the wedding robe.  He might 

have been dressed lavishly, and beautifully, for all we know.  He just wasn’t wearing the right robe, the 

robe provided.  I find myself thinking of the red carpet at the Oscars or any other Hollywood Awards show, 

where the beautiful appear, each decked out in a creation more expensive, more elegant, or more 

outrageous than the last.  They are rarely under-dressed.  But the purpose of their wardrobe choices is 

clear:  Look at me!  Look what I can afford!  Look what good taste, or what edgy creativity, I have!  But 

this is not what is going on at a robes-provided banquet.  There need be no red carpet, because all are 

clothed in finery from the host.  All look great, and the focus is drawn not to which individual outdid the 

others, but to the glory and grandeur of the occasion itself.  The finery is to honor the wedding, and the 

bridegroom (Jesus himself), not to stoke the egos of the guests.  Gathered as the church, clothed for the 

banquet, our cry is not “look at me!”  Rather, it is “look at this!”  “Look at Jesus!”  We are all clothed in 

the robes provided, and the scene is set for just how wonderful a banquet this is, and for how wonderful 

a host it is thrown.  “Look at us all!  Ain’t we fabulous?”  And we are. 

 

This weekend, many of you have taken part in one or more of the services for Ann Barquist, whose loss is 

felt so keenly here at St. John’s.  I believe that Ann’s impact here was so great not because she was on the 

guest list of the rich and powerful.  Rather, it was great because she too welcomed the second-string 

guests, giving herself in service to people not because they were important, but because they needed 

what she had.  She knew what robes to put on, and she wore them well. 

 

It is so easy for us to be caught up in the realities of our lives, and the darkness and tragedy that surrounds 

us, from the death of a single loved-one close to us to the loss of many lives and vast properties in 

wildfires, earthquakes, floods and hurricanes which seem to be coming faster and more furious every day.  

It is easy, like the orginal guest list, to make excuses for why we can’t make the banquet.  There’s so much 

else to do.  Or, it’s just as easy to feel like we’ve been cast out of the banquet for not measuring up, and 

we feel we are sitting in the weeping and the gnashing.   

 

But that’s just not how it is.  Ann, and all the other faithful who have gone before us, are at the banquet 

now, and from their angle, they can see what we often cannot.  They can see what is already true, even if 

we can not yet sense it.  They can see us at the banquet as well.  They can see us being who we are really 

meant to be, and experiencing fullness in relationship to God.  They can see us all in our wedding robes, 

clothed in the glory given to us freely by God.   

 

And ain’t we fabulous? 


