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The story for this evening – the first evening at our conference – is a story about celebration, about a king or a man who wanted to host a banquet. How appropriate and fitting for this evening. For today is the big day. It is the day when the 8th International LCJE conference has finally begun. 

Those of us who are on the planning committee are glad that the celebration can finally begin. The invitations were sent out a long time ago and now the planning and preparation is over as well. Many of the guests had to be reminded a second time but now they – or you – have arrived in numbers higher than ever before. Some turned down the invitation – but for a good reason, we like to think. The time has come to celebrate; it is time for a feast of good worship, provoking papers and stimulating discussions, time for a banquet 

– and that is precisely what the story for the evening is about: a banquet. Or rather the banquet, the banquet of the king in honour of his son’s wedding, the great banquet that a certain man prepared and to which he had invited many. So Luke tells the story. Whether we picture a king’s feast for his son’s wedding or a banquet hosted by the rich man in the village we cannot picture it too big. It is the story Jesus told when he wanted to tell his listeners about the Messianic feast in the kingdom of God. 

There is a lot of feasting and good food in the Bible, a lot of celebration, hosting of banquets and spreading of tables. We could pause and wonder what has happened to all of that in our own midst. To what extent does our fellowship reflect what it is like when the people of God get together to celebrate that the Kingdom of God is here at hand and is to come? How much would others come to think about feasting, celebration and abundance when they look at us, the people of God today? Will they learn about grace in our midst? Or are we like the small community on the West Coast of either Norway or Denmark in the story of Babette’s Feast, written by Isak Dinesen alias Karen Blixen – in need of a Babette to come in and wake us up by throwing a feast where no food is too much or too good, and no wine is too expensive, to be served to the guests who all seem unworthy or unable to appreciate it. Is joy the first thing outsiders think of when they see us? Do we make them jealous, desiring a joy which is real? Not a happiness that is shallow or a hallelujah that is hollow. With that we might be able to fool others – and even ourselves – for a time, but not for long and not forever. But there is another hallelujah. It can be a “bro​ken hallelujah,” to use Leonard Cohen’s words, but a hallelujah nonetheless. 

Paul talks about vessels made of clay, but which still hold treasures. We might be people of clay – or people with cracks – but we’re still kingdom people. As another Leonard Cohen line says, It is through the cracks that the light gets in. We are to let the light of the kingdom shine through the cracks so that God’s amazing grace can be reflected. The people that we find hanging out with Jesus were for the most part people with cracks, and as he interacted with them he demonstrated what the kingdom of God is like and what it is all about. It shines through cracks. 

There seems to be an abundance of everything when the Bible talks about the table which God spreads before his people. The same is often true about the hospitality which people in the Bible extended to others. And so it is with the stories Jesus told about the kingdom of God, and the story for this evening is no exception. 

Jesus’ audience 
When Jesus told his kingdom stories he – like any good storyteller – invited his audience into the story to take part in it. It is a bit like interactive theatre, where the audience and their situation, thoughts, and ideas, their hopes and expectations, become part of the story. This is what happens with stories. They catch our attention, we start to identify, we get angry or happy or find the whole point to be too much and protest: “It can’t be.” Most of us will not be told what to do – but we don’t mind being told a story. So it was for those who listened to Jesus that day – perhaps even more so. Before we listen to the story we therefore need to take a look at the stage to find out who the other actors are. We find among them priests and prominent Pharisees, people who knew all the rules and regulations for table fellowship. They had made them themselves, in order to protect the kingdom of God – or so they thought. They demonstrated it clearly by who they dined with and who they would never put on their list when they sent out invitations. In words and attitudes they communicated what they thought of Jesus and who he included – or rather who he did not exclude – from his table, and from whose table he did not exclude himself. But they were also familiar with the buzz words Jesus used when he told stories about banquets and who could sit at the tables. Their own Scriptures were full of banquet stories. Jesus reminds them of that as he tells them his banquet story. And they knew he was talking about them. 

As we listen to the story we need to remember that Jesus plays into the stage of his listeners, so to speak. There is especially one banquet story which must have come to their mind as they listened that day, whether it was in the house of the prominent Pharisee or in the temple courts that Jesus told the story. It is the story from Isaiah 25, about the Messianic banquet where the Lord himself prepares a feast of rich food, the best meat, and aged wine. It is the meal that the Lord Almighty will prepare on the mountain of Jerusalem; on the day when he not only lifts the veil that covers the nations but when he destroys it. He wipes away the tears and he removes the disgrace of his people – from all the earth. It is the day of Lord, the day when the people say, “This is our God, he has saved us. Let us rejoice and be glad.” (Is 25:9) 

What had happened to their memory of this story, since they reacted to Jesus the way they did when in words and deeds he gave them a foretaste of the kingdom which was to come? How different were their own banquets. Here only some people, the right people, were invited. When they sat down – or reclined – it was not at a table prepared for all people. More emphasis was given to whom to exclude than to whom to include. There was a huge difference between the table to which the prominent Pharisee invited Jesus and the Messianic banquet envisioned by Isaiah. In their eagerness to preserve the kingdom rather than share it, they were about to lose it. Still, they could not have missed that Jesus was referring to the banquet from Isaiah when he told his own banquet story. They knew the Isaiah story, and they knew that Jesus was talking about them. 

And now we are challenged to find a place in the audience from where we can listen to the story and hear what it says about us, what Jesus says about exclusion and inclusion, what the story says about the guests; but more importantly we should listen for what the story says about the host, for it is His feast – the Messianic banquet. 

The banquet story 
It was a great banquet and the host had invited many. He had prepared it a long time ago but he had thought of it for even longer – maybe always. It did not come to him as a sudden thing to invite his friends; it came from his heart, it was not something he had to do, and the guests were not invited because he owed it to them. He chose them and let them know ahead of time, so that they could be ready when the day of the banquet came. And now it was the day, the time had come, the meal was prepared, and everything was ready. The servants of the host are sent out to let the guests know that they should come now. They had already accepted the invitation, so he knew who they were and how many they were. They were those he had chosen to invite – and they were many. The host was an important man, so his guests must be important people – or so they thought. 

The call went out: Come! For everything is ready. The day has come – the day of feast – the day of the Lord. The air is full of anticipation. And then the unheard of happens – not only one time, or two times, but three times – according to Luke’s telling of the story. The guests paid no attention and some even refused to come. All those who had first accepted the invitation, for whom the feast had been prepared – it was based on their numbers that the meat had been butchered that morning – start to excuse themselves. And not only that, their excuses are ridiculous and an insult to the host. The more the guests excuse themselves the more the king is humiliated. The more they turn down his invitation the more nails they put into his downfall – or is it his cross? 

The guests and their ridiculous excuses 
They not only excused themselves. Their excuses were all false and everyone knew it. Nobody buys a field without seeing it first. The issue of land and ownership is a big thing today in the Israel, and so it has always been. Think about Naomi and Ruth, or Naboth and his vineyard. The new landowner, who must have been negotiating for months, does not even try to come up with a good excuse, but rather throws an insult at the host and makes him look ridiculous and a laughingstock to the rest of the community. The chosen guest has not only told a lie. He has also indicted that his property is more important to him than his relationship to the host. Another slap in the face of the host. 

The second excuse is no better. Nobody buys a pair of oxen without having tested them – and this man has bought not one pair but five, and without testing them. Nobody should believe such an excuse, and to even voice it can only be to insult and humiliate the host. Kenneth Bailey says this compares to a man telling his wife he is late for dinner because he is buying five used cars over the phone, not even knowing the model or the age and condition of the cars. That’s when even the most devoted wife should worry about her husband’s sanity or commitment to her. And again – this time animals have taken the place of the relationship with the host. 

The third excuse – again according to Luke’s version of the parable – is not even an excuse. He simple refuses the invitation. He got married, he informs the host; but we can know for sure that it was not on that day. No village or society could have two big celebrations on the same day. So he got married – as did so many others. But why should that prevent him from coming? There is no excuse and he does not try to excuse himself. He simply informs that, yes, he did accept the invitation the first time around, but this does not matter now. He has no intention of following through on his commitment. 

Those who listened to Jesus that day could not have missed the buzz words in the story: “Come,” “The banquet is ready.” They knew what banquet was meant, the Messianic banquet. Did they also realize that their excuses, their refusal of Jesus’ invitation and his table fellowship, compared to the excuses given by the three people in the story – those who were first invited? Perhaps not, but their excuses were just as ridiculous and just as humiliating and humbling. Guests do not set the conditions for who gets invited, and when fields or oxen or any other property competes with a personal relationship, the kingdom of God is lost. The kingdom invitation offers all and it also demands full attention. It is a free gift but not a table where we pick and choose – or go and come as we please. 

The excluded are included and the included left out 
The story continues with the host being angry. Of course he is angry! He has just been humiliated and made a laughingstock to all. But if the invited guests thought they could set the conditions or spoil the meal they could not be more wrong. They had not initiated the party and it was not held because of any merit on their part; nor could they stop it. They could only excuse themselves, and by doing so humiliate the king and in the end be left out. But they could not prevent others from being included. 

In the end the anger of the host turns into grace and the invitation goes out into the streets, where those excluded by others are to be found: the blind, the lame, the unclean, the good and the bad. When that did not fill up the hall, the invitation was extended even to those beyond – so that the house could be filled. 

The new guests brought no honour to the host. Quiet the opposite. If anything they disgraced him in the eyes of others. But he wasn’t looking for honoured guests; he was looking to have his house full. He was not inviting the guests in the first place because of anything they had to offer, but because he wanted to celebrate. He did so for his own name’s sake. He acted – threw a banquet – because of what was in his heart and in spite of what he saw in the hearts of the others. He wanted many – or all – to come, and still it was – and is – by invitation only. The kingdom is God’s kingdom and he extends the invitation, based on what is in his heart and not on what he finds when he looks at the hearts of his guests. The banquet is by invitation only, not because the host wants to exclude anyone but because it is his and his alone. It is his banquet and his invitation. The guests in the story Jesus told could either accept or refuse, but they could not prevent nor postpone the celebration. Neither can we, and the party will go on – even without us. 

To believe the unbelievable 
It is no wonder that the servants had to compel the people from the streets to come in. Such an invitation was unbelievable; the guests were strangers, not part of “good company” and some not part of the family or even neighbours. They had no qualifications whatsoever and would never be able to return the gift of grace extended to them. They, too, are included because that’s what the host wanted. No other reason. And it was – and still is – by invitation only. The invitation is by grace. And it comes with obligations – for the first to be invited and equally so for the last ones. 

So the story ends, and Matthew tells us that the audience knew very well that Jesus had talked about them. But still – or perhaps exactly therefore – they went out and laid plans to trap Jesus in his words. They continued to refuse the invitation and to take the outstretched hand, or to be embraced by the open arms. 

It is true that Jesus had talked about them and criticized them and their narrow view of the Kingdom. But the story is also about the king – or about a certain man. The story Jesus told was also – or much more – a story about God and about his kingdom. The banquet is described in the same way that Isaiah envisioned the Messianic banquet, which is to be for all people. He talked about a feast on the mountain of the Lord, with an abundance of food and wine, where the veil that covered the nations was to be not only removed but also destroyed, and even death was to be swallowed up. Tears would be wiped away, and by grace disgrace would be removed from the Lord’s people – from all the earth. 

Jesus had told them a story that day. And through what he did and who he fellowshipped with he was telling the same story. It is the story about the God of Israel, the story of the Bible. It is a story about relationships – broken, healed, and restored, and so often even broken again, whether it was on the way to Egypt or to Babylon or when God’s people refused to simply cross the street to the neighbour’s house. It is a story about calls and answers, about God calling to Adam, “Where are you?” and Adam hiding or coming up with silly excuses. About choices and being chosen, about invitations, but also about being free not to accept the invitation. The Bible is about philosophy and theology, but more than anything else the Bible tells a story, the story of God. The Christian faith – Christianity – is both a story and a historic religion, and what we can know about God he has made clear through his deeds in history. And the Bible speaks loudest and most clearly when it tells the story about humiliation and the cross. 

It has been said that the world began when God made room for freedom. Had God not wanted freedom there would be no story to tell. Nor would there have been any evil and suffering and tragedy. But because it is a story with a beginning, it also has an end – the end that Isaiah pictures for us when he talks about the day of the Lord, on the mountain of the Lord, where God has prepared the Messianic banquet for all people – his people. 

Until that day when we see face to face we live with mystery – the mystery of freedom and the mystery of history, the history that is God’s. Had there been no freedom we could have known the end of the story and the end of the world. It would have been a world without pain but also without passion, and therefore also without compassion. God chose to act in history – in a definitive way – in order to overcome pain; but he did so without limiting freedom. God is love, and love loses it meaning when there is no freedom. That is why he had to choose the way of the cross. God never takes our freedom away 

– not even when we choose to use it to kill him or to humiliate him, when he invites us and we walk past the open arms that want to embrace us as prodigal sons and daughters on their way home. 

God ran a risk when he decided to act out his message in history. The Bible is full of the stories of God’s risk-taking love. 

Jacob lied to his own father, Moses killed the Egyptian, David had an affair with Bathsheba, and Peter betrayed Jesus. Nothing is hidden or made to look nicer than it was. The story of God in the Bible is painfully honest. Sometimes we could wish that when we tell our mission history, we would be as honest as the Bible. 

The story Jesus told that day was about them, and they knew it. But more than that, it is a story about the banquet and the host of the banquet, and why he invites who he does. The Bible is the story about Israel, but even more so it is the story about the God of Israel and about his pain, passion and compassion – and about his grace, by which he removes the disgrace of his people. God does not break bruised reeds or broken people, but extends his invitation to the blind, the lame, and those outside the boundaries of society – the sinners and tax collectors. God’s love will wait, it endures, and it can take even the deepest pain. When you doubt that, that is when you look at the cross. It will take us from Egypt and lead us into the Land, take us from slavery to freedom, from illusion to reality, from what we cannot understand to what we cannot believe: that the pain of this world does not bode destruction but new birth. It announces the Messianic banquet – the time when the Lord himself will swallow up death forever and wipe away the tears of all his people. 

It is when we dare to believe that we can live by hope and not give up, and perhaps avoid the temptation to make our own present history look a little more glorious than it really is. We can do so because we have another story to tell – the story of the banquet. 
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