“Dressed for the Occasion”

Matthew 22:1-14

Bob and Angela Zumwalt were relatively new members of my church in Southern Pines, North Carolina, and they were proud of their new church. So, when a new neighbor moved in next door, they invited him to come worship with us. He agreed but kept having one conflict after another. Finally, there came a Sunday when he was in town, and he showed up, unannounced to the Zumwalts, at the early service of worship. Unfortunately, the Zumwalts always came to the second service, so, when their friend walked in, he didn’t recognize anyone. He was greeted by an usher and handed a bulletin, but left to find a pew on his own.

The sanctuary of my church in Southern Pines has the pews laid out in a semi-circle around the chancel. There are two rows of pews in the center, two rows of pews on the diagonal to chancel, and a row of pews on the right and on the left. Our visitor took his bulletin and walked down the first aisle he came to and selected a pew in the center of the sanctuary. A few minutes later, an elderly lady in our church approached our visitor and said, “You need to move. These pews in the center are for the members of this church. Visitors need to sit over on the side.” Our visitor never returned.
The Zumwalts tried to explain that most of the members of our church were very friendly, but the die was cast. As I think back on that day, the thing that bothers me most is that no one who witnessed the event said anything. How I wish the person on the next pew had said, “Sir, there’s plenty of room on my pew. Come join me.”

If you’ve been in the church long enough, you’ve probably witnessed a similar event. Maybe a young single mom comes into the church for the first time since high school, because she wants her young daughters to be raised in the church. She’s a little apprehensive when she walks through the door. She’s not sure where the sanctuary is or if there’s a nursery for her youngest daughter. Several people say hello, but no one takes the time to ask if she’s a first-time visitor or to welcome her graciously or to simply show her around.
Maybe a first-time visitor walks through the door, and no one ever even says “hello.” No one ignores him on purpose, because they really are nice people. They’re just so engaged in talking with friends that they don’t notice a visitor in their midst. Maybe they assume that’s someone else’s job.
A young couple joins a new church. Everyone was very friendly to them when they were visitors, and everyone celebrates when they join the church. But after they join, the intentional friendliness sort of fades away. It’s not that people deliberately ignore them. It’s just that their attention has shifted to other new visitors, other prospective new members. The couple never really feels like they fit in, like they’re truly part of the congregation, and they eventually leave to find another church where they will.
I could go on and on with story after story of various ways in which churches sometimes are downright rude to visitors, indifferent to visitors, or outwardly friendly but not genuinely welcoming. Now before you get the wrong impression, let me clear the air. I’m not specifically talking about this church, because the whole time I’ve been here we’ve been worshipping online. I don’t know how you treat visitors. By and large, based on those of you whom I have met, I think our church is made up of friendly and welcoming people. But here’s my concern. You can find friendly people in the rotary club, and what’s the first thing you hear when you go shopping? “Welcome to Walmart.” The point is we are called to be more than just friendly. As a Christian church, we’re called to extend radical hospitality to strangers. And our motivation for extending radical hospitality is far more important than adding new members to help meet the budget or to fill up the empty seats in the sanctuary.
Like many of the parables in Matthew, today’s reading needs to be interpreted allegorically. The king in the story is God. Jesus is the son of the king. And the marriage feast represents the great marriage feast of the Lamb of God at the end of time. And the gathering of the good and bad from out in the streets, what’s that? Well, that’s our mission. That’s the church’s evangelistic mission. That is what God calls us—actually, God commands us—to do, for we are called to be the servants of God sent out to fill the table with guests. For you see, the wedding hall is the church, and God wants, God commands, that the wedding hall be filled with guests.
Now understanding the parable at this point gets kind of confusing. A man is asked to leave because he’s not wearing a wedding garment. And “asked to leave” is putting it mildly. Here’s my concern. Like the rest of the guests, he was gathered for this wedding from out in the streets. Who carries around a wedding robe on the off chance that you might be invited by the king to a great banquet? But remember, this is an allegory. The wedding robe stands for a baptismal robe. And here’s the point: Once we are brought into the church, once we are baptized, we are expected to put on new clothes. We are expected to clothe ourselves in the new-self created in the likeness of Christ. We are expected to be dressed for the occasion.
Tom Long paraphrases the last line of the parable which says, “Many are called, but few are chosen,” by saying, “God wants everybody at the party, but not everybody wants to come or knows how to behave when they get there.”

Now it’s very important that you hear this: there is never a time when we earn the right to sit at God’s banquet table, but, folks, the experience of eating at God’s table should bring about a change in our life. In a response of gratitude for the overwhelming grace of God, we are called to clothe ourselves with the compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience of one who belongs to the kingdom. (Colossians 3:12)
Long goes on to say that this parable “urgently reminds us that being a part of the Christian community should make a discernable difference in who we are and how we live…[T]here should be a sense of awe and responsiveness about belonging to the church, belonging to the community of Christ, being a child of the kingdom of heaven…The table was set with the finest food; the best wine flowed from regal chalices. [The young man without a baptismal robe] is the recipient of massive grace. Where is his awe? Where is his wonder? Where is his regard for generosity?”
“The other guests humbly, quietly trade in their street clothes for the festive wedding garments of worship and celebration, but there he is, bellying up to the punch bowl, stuffing his mouth with fig preserves, and wiping his hands on his T-shirt…In his self-absorption, he hadn’t the foggiest idea…he was at a wedding banquet at all. Just so, to come into the church in response to the gracious, altogether unmerited invitation of Christ and then not conform one’s life to that mercy is to demonstrate spiritual narcissism so profound that one cannot tell the difference between the wedding feast of the Lamb of God and happy hour in a bus station bar.”
We are called to be more than just a friendly church. We are called to extend the radical hospitality of Christ. And radical hospitality is patient and kind. Radical hospitality isn’t envious or boastful, arrogant or rude. Radical hospitality does not insist on its own way; it’s not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrong-doing, but rejoices in truth. Radical hospitality bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Radical hospitality is even willing to give up your pew for a stranger. (I Corinthians 13)
It’s not enough just to be friendly to strangers. We’re called to love them. We are supposed to welcome them with the same extravagant grace that Christ extends to us. We’re God’s servants, sent out to invite everyone to come to the gracious wedding banquet of the Son of God. And we are called to welcome everyone with love. So, the next time you see a visitor, make sure you are dressed for the occasion.
Let us pray:

O Lord, you have always loved us, even when we made ourselves strangers to you. And you welcomed us home with the radical hospitality you extend to all prodigals. May we seek to show our gratitude by extending the love of radical hospitality to everyone. Amen.

David A. Cagle
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