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20th Sunday after Trinity 
1968 Throwback Sunday 
Oct. 14, 2018 
St. James, Wheat Ridge 
 
Texts: Ephesians 5:15-20; Matthew 22:1-14 
 
I’m pretty sure that in 1968, 
I never wore pants to church.   
In my house, we always wore our Sunday finest, 
and that meant skirts and dresses for the females, 
and a suit and tie for the males. 
That was just how we did things 50 years ago.  
 
Among the many, many, MANY things 
that the people who filled this church in 1968 
would be surprised to learn  
about what would go on here 50 years later, 
I think we’d have to include how casual we’ve become 
in our Sunday dress.  
 
Certainly, many people do still like to dress up. 
But I’d say on the whole, our Sunday wardrobe 
is decidedly more comfortable  
than it was in earlier generations. 
There’s enough to do to get ready on Sunday morning 
without worrying about getting into our best clothes. 
As long as we’re clean and neat,  
that’s all anyone really expects of us now.  
 
Which may be why we react so strongly  
to this morning’s story about the underdressed guest.  
Really, what did the king expect? 
 
If you’re going out into the streets 
to recruit guests at the last minute, 
how can you expect them  
to be wearing the right clothes?  
You’ve either got to give them time to go home to change  
or else abandon the dress code. 
Who walks around in wedding robes 
on the off chance they’ll be invited to a royal banquet? 
 
Now, I’ve read some scholars 
who say that back in Biblical times, 
wedding hosts would have provided garments for their guests, 
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the same way some really fancy restaurants 
keep a spare jacket on hand 
for the underdressed diner who shows up not realizing 
that a polo shirt won’t cut it. 
 
I don’t know if wedding hosts ever really did this. 
Seems like a wedding is already expensive enough 
without footing the bill for everyone’s outfit.  
But for argument’s sake, let’s say that’s true.  
Let’s say a king could afford to outfit all the guests.  
If that’s the case, 
then why did the guest refuse the robe that was offered to him?  
What made him think he could come as he was 
to such a magnificent feast?  
 
But here’s the thing. 
You see, this is no ordinary story. 
This is Jesus’s most elaborate allegory, 
and just about everything in it has a deeper meaning. 
Nothing about this story should be taken at face value. 
 
For instance, there’s the opening line of the story. 
 “The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king  
who gave a wedding banquet for his son.”  
Now, who do you think that Son could be?  
 
Then, the deeper we get into the story, 
the more unbelievable it becomes.  
How many people do you know  
who murder the postal worker  
for delivering a wedding invitation?  
 
And how likely is it  
that a wedding banquet would even stay warm  
while a king declares war,  
and sends his troops out 
to burn a whole city to the ground?  
Even with a crockpot, you can’t keep food ready to be served for that long. 
 
We can’t make sense of this story 
unless we know the story behind it.  
And I think the story behind the story  
is partly Jesus’s disappointment 
that so few people were responding 
to the invitation to celebrate with God’s son. 
And partly it is that Matthew,  
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in recounting this story 
some 50-60 years after Jesus died, 
was able to see in retrospect 
some things people hadn’t known 50 years earlier. 
Because, you know, a lot can change in 50 years.  
 
Yes, they knew that the prophets had invited people  
to the feast with God’s Son 
and that many of the prophets had been killed.  
 
But what the hearers’ in Jesus time wouldn’t have known 
was that in the year 70 AD, 
Jerusalem would be sacked by Rome.  
The temple would be demolished right down to its walls,  
which some interpreted as fire from heaven.  
 
Then, largely thanks to Saint Paul,  
the Jewish community of Christ’s followers began to be opened to Gentiles— 
the second shift of invited guests — 
and new controversy set in. 
 
The latecomers — 
the Gentiles who had no history with the God of Israel — 
acted as if they could live any way they wanted to, 
as if grace gave them permission  
not only to reject the old rules governing Jewish life, 
but also any new rules that might come along. 
 
Meanwhile, the old-timers — 
the Jews who had known God forever — 
were still trying to figure out what it meant for them  
to be free from the Law, 
to be Jews without a Temple.  
 
This was no way to run a church. 
Discipline broke down.  
People were coming into the church 
who had no sense of what it meant for them to be there.  
As far as they were concerned,  
you showed up in God’s presence however you wanted to show up,  
because Jesus had already picked up the bill, 
and guaranteed you a seat at the banquet. 
The invitation to the heavenly banquet was “come as you are.”  
All were welcome and nothing was required:  
no fancy clothes, no etiquette, no RSVP. 
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But what Matthew is saying to his congregation is 
“Wait a minute!” 
Being an invited guest  
doesn’t mean you can do as you please! 
Being invited at the last minute 
doesn’t mean anything goes. 
People of God, listen up!  
You have been invited to a feast with the King! 
Act appropriately! 
 
The underdressed wedding guest  
got bounced because he wouldn’t do that.  
Maybe he thought the king was lucky he came at all.  
Maybe he thought he was doing his host a favor  
just by showing up. 
Whatever his logic, he did not rise to the occasion.  
Instead, he demeaned it, by refusing to change.  
And I don’t mean just change his clothes. 
What he needed was to change his whole way of life, 
but he wouldn’t. 
And he thought no one would notice. 
 
So on the one hand, this is a story  
that addresses a particular situation  
in the life of the early church  
and no longer has anything to do with us.  
 
On the other hand, it has everything to do with us. 
We may not offer a 5-star Heavenly Wedding Banquet here at St. James, 
but we at least are hosting the rehearsal dinner. 
It’s a foretaste of the banquet to come.  
 
Everyone in the Denver Metropolitan Area 
was invited to be here this morning, 
but as you can see, 
some of them had other things to do. 
Some are at their children’s soccer game. 
Some are at Starbuck’s sipping a latte. 
Some are still in bed. 
 
Bue we are here. 
Not necessarily because we’re better than they are.  
When the king’s slaves went out  
to recruit the second batch of guests, 
remember, 
they “gathered together all as many as they found, 
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both bad and good.”  
 
And here we sit, the bad and the good. 
For whatever reason, we wound up accepting the invitation this morning. 
 
As my favorite preacher, Barbara Brown Taylor once wrote, 
“Like the underdressed guest,  
some of us have rolled in here without thinking much about it.  
We’ve showed up with our spiritual shirttails hanging out,  
lining up at the buffet table  
as if no one could see the ways  
in which we too have refused to change –  
refusing to surrender our fears and resentments,  
refusing to share our wealth,  
refusing to respect the dignity of every human being.1 
 
So, these are the old clothes we insist on wearing to the king’s banquet.  
And we think it doesn’t matter. 
Because, let’s be honest, these days, 
churches are happy for anyone we can get. 
Like’s the king’s slaves, churches are out beating the bushes 
for anyone we can find.  
So no wonder some of us got the idea 
that just showing up was all that mattered. 
 
The underdressed guest thought the king was just looking for warm bodies. 
He was happy to eat the king’s food, and listen to the king’s music, 
as long as nothing more was required of him. 
 
And that’s just what he was doing 
when the king walked right up to him. 
 “Friend,” he said, “how camest though in hither, not having a wedding garment?” 
Or, as my mother might have said, 
“Well, well, look what the cat drug in.”  
 
“God is not looking for warm bodies.  
God is looking for wedding guests,  
who will rise to the occasion of honoring the son.  
We can do that in casual clothes, I think, 
as well as we can do it in suits and high heels,  
because our wedding robes are not made out of denim or silk.  
They’re made from the whole fabric of our lives, 
 using patterns God has given us –  

                                                
1 Excerpt from Barbara Brown Taylor, “Home By Another Way,” Cowley Publications, 
1999 
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patterns of justice, forgiveness, loving-kindness, peace.”2 
 
Once we put on those wedding robes, 
we'll be ready to pack away our comfy pants forever. 
We’ll only want to wear these new robes. 
Nothing else will look or feel quite right. 
They’re robes that will never, ever go out of style. 
And that’s a good thing.  
Because we need to be ready for that wedding, 
whenever the invitation comes. 
Amen.  
 
 
 
 

                                                
2 ibid. 


