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In the Name of God:  Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Many years ago my best friend from college called to tell me about a recent date with her new boyfriend:  the first time she invited him to her apartment for dinner.  She had bought an expensive bottle of wine and spent the whole day preparing a special meal for him, culminating in homemade strawberry shortcake.  Unfortunately, as she discovered too late, he disliked strawberries and didn’t drink wine.  She was a bit defensive about his culinary preferences:  “Who doesn’t like strawberries?!” she said.  She realized, of course, that it was neither his fault nor hers that she had offered him foods that he didn’t want to eat.  She admitted, too, that he had very much appreciated all the other parts of the meal and that they really had enjoyed a pleasant evening together.  Nonetheless, she found it hard to put aside her feelings of regret that she had failed as a hostess.
Just about everyone has a story about a dinner party that has gone wrong.  Sometimes the host causes the trouble and other times the guests.  Consequently, in our contemporary culture many of us have reverted to the practice of “informal” entertaining.  We tell ourselves that it suits us because we are so calm, relaxed and easygoing, when in fact nothing could be further from the truth.  We are instead harried, time-starved and stressed.  In general we avoid formal occasions for two reasons:  either we are unwilling to sacrifice the time, energy and expense required to meet the requirements of these elaborate functions, or we are afraid of suffering the fate of my friend—feeling rejected because we have done the wrong thing.
It may be a comfort to know that people have struggled with this problem for countless generations, which is why Jesus could draw on this common experience in the parable we just heard.  In it Jesus compares the kingdom of heaven to a king who gave a wedding banquet for his son.  This parable appears in both the Gospel of Luke and the Gospel of Matthew.  Luke’s version stays true to the logic of the original story:  when the king discovers that his friends are too busy to come to the wedding banquet, he invites everyone else in the kingdom, including those who would ordinarily be considered strangers and outcasts.  If you were a chief priest, scribe or Pharisee, you would recognize easily in this parable a condemnation of your elitist behavior and find it radical enough.  
The evangelist Matthew, however, can’t resist pushing the comparison further by exaggerating the inappropriate behavior of virtually all the participants in the drama and emphasizing the crushing burden of judgment that no one can escape.  Some of the guests not only refuse the invitation but also seize and kill the king’s servants.  The king retaliates by sending troops to destroy their city, which is Matthew’s overt reference to the destruction of the temple in 70 A. D.  Finally, when one of the substitute wedding guests dishonors the king by showing up to a formal event in his casual clothing, the king has him bound and thrown into the outer darkness.  Matthew deliberately modifies the original parable to underscore the importance of the theological principles he wants to convey:  the urgency of God’s call to serve, the failure of religious leaders to respond to it, the demand for sincere amendment of life, and the certainty of judgment for anyone who tries to enter God’s kingdom, whether that person assumes entry on the basis of status or tries to come in through another means.  
Over the past few weeks our scripture lessons have presented a series of encounters between God and the people of Israel:  the freed slaves following Moses in the Book of Exodus; and their descendants, the chief priests in Jerusalem in the Gospel of Matthew.  Until today, these lessons have focused on their moral failings and selfish impulses, as well as God’s response to them, without considering very much God’s feelings about their behavior.  When they complain that they are starving, God gives them food and water.  When they refuse to honor the spirit of the law, Matthew predicts that they will be excluded from the God’s kingdom.  Our lessons today reflect an intensification of these themes in so far that they also address the question of how God must feel when the chosen people behave in such a thoughtless, hurtful manner.  
In the passage from Exodus, in which the people commit the ultimate act of selfishness in worshiping a golden calf, God is hurt and angry enough to want to destroy them all and create a whole new people.  In the Gospel of Matthew, the evangelist warns the chief priests that God could be just as hurt and angry if they continue to act like the king’s ungrateful, vengeful friends.  The point is not that God is an angry judge; it is, rather, that God’s judgment involves more than a cold calculation of how each person meets or violates an ancient standard of behavior.  God’s whole being is directed toward loving and caring for us, and when we fail to respond to that love, God suffers as much as we do.  We can never lose God’s love, but we can choose freely to decline the invitation to delight in God’s presence in the kingdom of heaven.  Though God respects our choice, our decision to reject God’s love is both a disappointment to God and also a serious impediment for us, both in this mortal world of sin and death and in the life to come.
Most of us find it disturbing to imagine God’s actions stemming from anything other than the sweetest, gentlest of emotions.  Like Moses’ band of recently freed slaves, we would like to craft our very own personal God to be always kind, always forgiving, always patient, always praising us for the tiniest effort we make; never chastising us for making a mistake and never abandoning us no matter how insensitive we are to this boundless outpouring of generosity.  We want a relationship with God that assures us of a steady stream of blessings without requiring us to consider how much it costs for God to give that much in the face of our indifference, our selfishness and our betrayal of God’s trust.  We want our God to be the perfect guest, who receives everything we serve without complaint; the perfect host, who gives us whatever we desire, whether or not we have the energy, taste or inclination to appreciate it.  
Ultimately, however, our attempts to craft our own God will fail.  A human-made god cannot satisfy us in this world nor save us for the next, because we cannot make better than the God who made us—a God who, by the way, already happens to be perfect:  perfectly able to supply what we need, perfectly willing to bear the burden of our sins, perfectly prepared to remain faithful to us despite our persistent faithlessness.  Our God has not only given life to us but has also given his life for us on the cross.  
Fortunately, God does not expect us to be perfect—at least not yet, and not entirely through our own efforts.  But God may hope, with the tender feelings of a loving friend, that we might try a little harder to return that affection.  God may expect, with the concerned feelings of a teacher, that we might try a little harder to ask for help and accept advice.  God may demand, with the passionate feelings of an innocent sufferer, that we try a little harder to alleviate the suffering we witness all around us through our own works of advocacy, compassion and generosity.  This harvest season of stewardship and thanksgiving provides a timely invitation to practice those spiritual disciplines of hospitality, generosity and service that make us more perfect in our life of faith.  This is a season for turning away from selfish pursuits and reinvesting the riches God so freely gives us in the community that embodies God’s perfect love for the whole world, the body of Christ.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Every day Jesus prepares a rich banquet for us and invites us join him in his mission of calling everyone in to enjoy it.  As his servants we will encounter resistance, both from others and within ourselves.  Often we will be tempted to make light of Jesus’ urging, preferring to attend to our own private affairs.  But thanks to his unbounded love for us, he will never cease his efforts to persuade us to enter his kingdom and share what we have with our sisters and brothers, whom he also loves.  Following Jesus, example of patient hospitality, may we attend the feast promptly, receive God’s gifts gratefully and offer them graciously through the power of the Holy Spirit and in Jesus’ name.  Amen.
