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What if you prepared a wedding party for your son or daughter (or yourself), or a birthday party for your 5
year-old excited child, and no one showed up? How disappointing! Wouldn't you question how important or
deep your friendship is for those who declined the invitation?

This is the situation described in the story from the Gospel we just heard. The story happens in an ancient
culture with a king, slaves, the destruction of a city, wedding garments and the banishment of the person not
appropriately dressed. It is a violent story.

Why is the story in Matthew different from its parallel in Luke (14:15-24)? In Luke there is neither killing and
destruction of the city, nor punishment. The violence of the language can be understood when we place the
Gospel of Matthew in its own context. This Gospel was written at the end of the first century, after the
destruction of Jerusalem. The burning of the city in the story is a clear reference to the fall of Jerusalem to the
Romans under Titus in 70 A.C. The Jewish-Christian communities of the first century were under the impact
of such destruction. In fact, it is not possible to identify what are Jesus words and what are Matthew's.

The violent language continues when speaking of the man who was not properly dressed. It seems cruel to
have invited a stranger off the street to the wedding and then to send him out because he had not put on a
wedding garment. I always feel sorry for the poor guy. But some scholars hold that the kings of the Middle
East had the custom of providing garments befitting the occasion when they invited guests for wedding
banquets and other festivities. If that was the case, the particular person invited in the parable did not want the
wedding garment. He was invited and offered appropriate clothing, but he refused it.

As you can see, this story has several invitations and several refusals. What do they mean? Of first importance
is the affirmation that the kingdom of God is a free gift for everyone. It is like a feast where there is good food
and music and dance and joy and we are taken in. The Kingdom of God, or the Realm of God, is this
dimension of life where God is all in all. It is the condition of being impregnated by the pulsating energy of
God's inner-self. It is the fact of being embraced by the unconditional love of God and accepting this embrace.
But is the love of God really unconditional? After all, the man in the story was thrown out of the feast! Yes,
the love of God is unconditional; we are all invited to God's feast. But we have to accept the invitation. And
we have to wear the garment. Garment, in biblical imagery, is a metaphor for spiritual truths. In the Old
Testament there is the picture of God 'clothing' people with salvation, justice and love (Is 61:10; Ez 16:8-14).
In the book of Revelation, reference is made to the garments of glory that the righteous will be clothed with.
Also in Revelation (3:4-5) we see that those who conquered were clothed in white robes. In short, garment is a
symbol for being embraced by God's grace, being saved, being granted victory, being part of the community
of God's people. If we deny that we are denying God herself.

I have said before that God is in love with us. It doesn't matter whether we are ill or healthy, depressed or
joyful, afraid of the world financial crisis or rejoicing about it, able to forgive or keeping our grudges, poor,
rich, morally acceptable or in disrepute, belonging to a religious community or averse to all that spiritual stuff,
virtuous or disastrous, God is in love with us. But, this immense love that reaches us and fills us, moves us
toward loving others. This gracious embrace propels us to embrace others. God's action towards us doesn't
stop in us, but extends toward others and the whole of creation.

Leonardo Boff, a famous Brazilian theologian spoke this week at the University of Geneva. He said we need
to find new ways of living if we want to preserve life -- ours and that of our planet. He said that ecology is not
only a spiritual matter, but mental and social. He urged us toward an option for a 'voluntary simplicity,' to
reject consumerism, to respect every creature, to plant trees, to utilize our rationality differently - to give space
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for a 'sensitive reason' and to make the heart the ethical center of our lives.

With an option for a voluntary simplicity, nobody would need to gain exorbitant sums of money and the
international financial system would not be collapsing. I know we are all concerned, some might be even
desperate because of this crisis. There is too much uncertainty and fear, mostly for the middle class, who
might be the ones paying the bill after all. But perhaps this crisis creates the opportunity for re-thinking
structures and strategies, creating new systems and new people with a 'sensitive reason.' Wouldn't be
wonderful if this crisis would open for bankers, governments and investors of all kinds the opportunity to
make their hearts the ethical center of their actions and decisions?

In the difficult time ahead, we are going to need friends to keep inviting us to God's feast, to keep reminding
us that life is more than spending and happiness can be as simple as being with each other in the presence of
God. We need friends to learn the steps in the dance around God's table, where we not only celebrate but also
enjoy cleaning up and putting things in order. We need friends so we can clothe each other in the garment of
simplicity, the wedding dress in the valley of love and delight. We need friends who point us to the faithful
friend, Jesus Christ. God is calling you to her feast. Will you accept her invitation?
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