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Class Lovefare
A Pent 17--Matt 22:1-14


	Today's parable in Matthew is freighted with socioeconomic meaning, and I'd like to take a minute to unpack it so that we can more clearly see what it might be saying to us here in today's world.  The story is about a king who invites guests to a banquet, and Jesus' audience would have understood immediately that this was an image for the so-called "messianic banquet" honoring the coming of the messiah and the arrival of God's kingdom of justice, dignity and peace.  Now this "kingdom of heaven" doesn't mean some otherworldly realm entered after death.  As we've been learning in our Matthew class, for Jesus the "kingdom of heaven" really means this world as God would have it be.  It is God's vision for the world, breaking into the actual world we live in.
	So in this passage the king clearly represents God and his slaves are the faithful prophets and leaders who announced the Messiah's coming.  Who, then are the invited guests?  They are the ones whose status might make them worthy of an invitation to a king's event.  They are the A-list community members, the wealthy VIPs who command respect and hold power.  How do we know?  Because the text tells us that when they brush off the slaves, they depart, "one to his farm, another to his business."  In our world, such language might make us think of family farmers and small business owners, people who are, at best, in the upper echelons of the middle class.  But in Jesus' world, land and business owners were the powerful, the few at the top with the ability to exploit labor below them and political connections around and above them in very lucrative ways.  
	In a clear cautionary detail about the spiritual dangers of wealth, some of these people are so distracted by their businesses and farms that they give a pass to God's banquet.  Others are actively threatened by its vision of justice and shared resources, and they murder the slaves who invite them--just as the rich and powerful in Jesus' day did to him and his disciples.  (And of course, Jesus addresses this parable to the chief priests and Pharisees, who are among those rich and powerful.)  After punishing the murderers, the king invites everyone else, the ordinary and marginalized people in the streets, who throng to the banquet and fill the room.  And that, Jesus tells us, is what the kingdom of heaven is like: a lavish wedding banquet, a table of abundance where all dine as equals, which the powerful have shunned and the ordinary have filled.
	What is going on here?  Could this be, to borrow a much bandied-about phrase in our political discourse, class warfare?  Well, I don't believe it is, because the rich are, in fact, invited to this banquet.  It's their own unwillingness to live in a more equitable world, not anyone's attempt to force them to do so, that keeps them from recognizing God's call in the invitation.  Plus there is at least one non-wealthy person who comes to the banquet but is also unfit to stay because he hasn't donned a wedding robe, which symbolizes adopting the ethical demands of God's kingdom.  He has not signed on to the program of love of neighbor and enemy alike that characterizes the kingdom of heaven, so he too ends up in outer darkness.
	So Jesus is not interested in pitting one economic class against another.  Still, the reason so many of the rich reject the king's invitation in the parable is clear: that invitation calls for a leveling of difference, a new economic banquet where all can feast as equals, rich and poor, powerful and vulnerable, even "good and bad."  There is an implication here that is important not to miss.  In this vision of the kingdom of God, Jesus is not calling for small adjustments to lean times, whereby charity increases to try and meet increased need.  His vision is not a banquet where the rich keep coming but more of the leftovers get passed out to the beggars at the door.  He's inaugurating, rather, a total change in the system.  A new world order.  A new kingdom on this earth, with a new king who shares the kingdom's abundance with all.
	Well it seems to me that the implications for us are hard to miss.  Consider the facts on the ground: The most well-to-do one percent of Americans hold 42% of the country's wealth and have made 40% of the last decade's income gains.  CEOs now make four hundred times their average employees' salaries.  And yet in this richest country in the world, we have the highest poverty rate in 50 years, including 22% of the nation's children.  Almost 50 million people, all told, now live under the poverty line in America.
	And Jesus' radical, new, kingdom-of-God vision makes clear that the Christian thing to do in our situation is not merely a matter of opening more soup kitchens and getting a greater volume of food and services out to those who are struggling.  Of course feeding and serving needy people is vital and important.  Bailing water is vital and important to keep a leaky boat afloat too, but it will do nothing to make the boat more seaworthy.  So we need also to address the causes of this lopsided accumulation of wealth.  We need to call for a change in the system itself.  The rules of the game need to look more like kingdom-of-God rules and less like the winner-take-all rules that currently prevail.  So this is not class warfare, but class lovefare, in which love and care for the vulnerable in our society create access to a banquet table where all may eat their fill.
	Amen.
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