28TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘A’

Just as the vineyards of the readings of the past Sundays served as symbols for God’s Chosen People of Israel, the image of a lavish banquet in today’s readings describes God’s saving love.  For Isaiah, not only will there be food and drink in abundance, but also healing, forgiveness, salvation and great rejoicing.  For Jesus, the wedding banquet image also served to describe God’s saving love.  Jesus compares the Kingdom of Heaven to a lavish wedding banquet, indicating that in the Kingdom there is happiness and fun, eternal peace and well-being, the absence of strife, the end of loneliness and drudgery; sorrow and sadness are gone.

Some of you may have known Monsignor Leon Connolly, who died about two weeks ago.  He would have occasionally offered Masses in Spanish at Saint Mary and Saint Patrick, prior to the arrival of Father Jim.  “Padre Leon”, as he liked to be called, had a big heart and was much loved by many.  He also had a big body to contain that big heart; he weighed well over 300 pounds.  Padre Leon and I were together in Bolivia for five years, and he would often joke about his “500 favorite foods”.  As I read the readings for today, I was imagining Leon to be very happy in the eternal banquet of the Kingdom of Heaven, as Isaiah and Jesus describe it.

For Jesus, the banquet image served to describe God’s coming reign.  It is important to recall that Jesus dined with the poor and outcasts, and indicated that God’s invitation was extended not just to the upright, but to all.  The word “banquet” conjures an image of a lavish setting and a large variety of especially prepared food. We do not picture poor and outcasts in our image of those attending a banquet, and we do not seriously refer to soup kitchens as banquets.

But God’s coming reign is intended for everyone.  A place at the banquet table cannot be earned; it is God’s to give to God’s people.

So then, the last part of the parable becomes a puzzle for us.  Suddenly, we are told that the banquet is not for everyone.  The king saw a man not dressed in a wedding garment, and he orders him to be thrown outside, where there will be wailing and grinding of teeth.

This end of the story has caused a dilemma for all Christians of all ages. Saint Matthew seems to have added it to the parable in his gospel, as a lesson for his people, the Christians of the First Century.  One proposed explanation is that the one who went to the wedding feast without a wedding garment might have been an undercover agent, a spy for the Romans or the Jews who were persecuting the Christians.  This person had other motives for his presence that were not in the spirit of the gathering.

For us today, this banquet scene might serve to remind us that, during the ceremony of our baptism, we might have received a white garment, which symbolizes the purity of the new and eternal life that we had just received.  I don’t think that they ever handed them out in Cherry Mound at the time of my baptism, but at Saint Patrick Sue Garrett keeps us supplied with beautiful white bibs, and at Saint Mary Denise Sprain does the same.  The priest says, 

“You have become a new creation, and have clothed yourself in Christ.  See in this white garment the outward sign of your Christian dignity.  With your family and friends to help you by word and example, bring that dignity unstained into the everlasting life of heaven.”

So the parable is not only about God’s love, but also about God’s judgment.  Many have been clothed in the baptismal garment, but not all have lived out its promises.  We proceed to slip a little at a time … an unkind word here, a lie there, something stolen, a little infidelity … more like an unraveling of the baptism garment.

The parable is a call to us to be honest, to live what we have been called to by the grace of God.

We Americans often look upon ourselves as a Chosen People.  We know that, at least in the distant past when communication was poor and the rest of the world could not know everything about us and at the moment that anything happened, people of many other countries in the world, including our own ancestors, considered life in the United States to be a never-ending banquet, the life of a chosen people. 

To a certain extent, that image still exists today, and there still is some truth to it.  We do well to consider ourselves to have been chosen to be a people to whom others can come for a feast that nourishes and unites and offers hope.

Today, Isaiah, Jesus, and Saint Matthew are asking us if we are alert to the wonderful invitations to the Kingdom that God sends into our lives each day.  But in order to respond to them we must first ask ourselves, “what is my God?”  We can answer this by discovering what has first priority in our lives.  That answer is hopefully the invitation to gather regularly for weekend Mass, the taste of the Kingdom of God that is the Eucharistic Banquet here on earth.

I know that, for some, there occasionally are commitments and responsibilities that make it impossible to enjoy a weekend Eucharist.  I also hear reasons for not participating that I would not be able to defend when invited to the Heavenly Banquet.

At the end of Mass in a small rural parish, one pastor proclaimed, “Go forth in peace; this has been the highlight of our day; it is all downhill from here.”  I like the message that challenge communicates with regard to the Eucharist, but perhaps it is even better the other way around: “Go forth in peace, and may the nourishment of God that we have received in Word and Sacrament enable us to present our white baptismal garment unstained and unraveled and even more brilliant when we again respond to the invitation the Lord will extend to come to His banquet next weekend.”

 
