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ICC


In the ancient world when a King threw a wedding, it was a big deal. You might remember the extravagant wedding of Prince Charles and Lady Diana. Or, like me, you might be looking forward to the wedding of their son, Prince William to Kate Middleton. 
Certainly everyone throughout England is waiting to see what her dress will look like, what their cake will look like. Everyone loves a big, fairy tale wedding. 
In the ancient world, things were no different. When the son of a king got married, everyone looked forward to the event with great expectation. The king would invite rulers from far and wide. 
But it wasn’t just generosity, it was a way of making sure that everyone stayed on friendly terms. 

The king would send out his slaves to notify the other leaders and these slaves would pass along the message of warm greetings. “The son is getting married! Come and join us for the festivities!” 
Hidden in this message is the unspoken understanding that when you are a guest of the king, you simply cannot raise an army against him. 

When you are a guest of the king, you must bow down before him and be thankful for his gracious hospitality. 

In this parable from Jesus, the king threw a wedding and he sent his slaves to invite the other leaders. But they refused.  They would not come. 
Some ignored the invitation. Some made light of it. And some took the king’s slaves and killed them. An act that could only be seen as an insult. Perhaps even an act of war. 
A wedding was supposed to be a grand gesture of keeping the peace and in this case it turned ugly very fast. The people were supposed to come and receive the king’s gifts of food and wine, but they refused. 

The king was faced with two choices. Well first of all, he killed them all and burned their cities. Clearly his feelings were hurt. But then what to do about this wedding? 
The calf was already killed. The fine linen was already spread on the table. The party was waiting. He could have canceled the whole thing, wrapped it all up and let the bride and groom have a quiet, simple wedding. 

But the king refused to do that. He had planned a great feast and he was determined to have one. If the first guests didn’t want to come, fine. He would find some guests who did want to come. 
He didn’t care who they were. He just wanted to see people sitting around his table and celebrating with him.  So he ordered his slaves to go out into the streets and invite the people in. Good and bad! Bring them to the great banquet!!

PAUSE

This is the part that would have been confusing for Jesus’ listeners. A king didn’t just invite anyone into his wedding banquet. A king only let the rich, the powerful, the prestigious, in to sit at his table. 
The common people were not allowed to eat from the same plate as the king. They never drank his wine. What kind of king would tell his slaves to go out into the streets and invite the people in?


PAUSE

The kind of king who has great compassion for his people. The kind of King who is itching to celebrate. The kind of king who didn’t care about who was good, or who was bad. Everyone was invited to the party. 

This is the kingdom of God. God has invited everyone to come in, sit and be fed. Celebrate! Rejoice! Give thanks for the blessings of good food and good company and especially for the welcome we find at the table of the Lord. 

I could talk more about the people who were invited to the banquet and chose not to come. But that is a sermon for another day. Instead, I want to think about what the king said to his slaves when he refused to cancel the party. 

“Go therefore into the main streets, and invite everyone you find to the wedding banquet.”
I like the idea that people were brought in, good and bad. Can you imagine a modern fairy tale wedding with such a twist?!? Westminster Abbey filled with people just off the streets? Laborers of the field with fresh dirt under their nails?  Sales clerks with tired feet. Teachers with frazzled nerves and children with bad attitudes. 
Men and women who worked hard days and lost sleep at night, worrying about the wolf at the door. Families who were always overlooked when the royal party passed by them on the street. 
Can you even imagine thieves and murderers being invited in to the wedding banquet? Tax collectors and prostitutes? 
These are the people who the king invited in. The king wanted them to come in and sit down with his royal family and share the feast. 
It’s not just that the king invited the good and bad. That is certainly good news for the sinner, but it is not the only new idea that Jesus wove into this story. 
“Go therefore into the main streets, and invite everyone you find to the wedding banquet.”

Here is a calling. Not just to welcome the people as they come in, but a calling to go out and invite them. Tell them about the feast that waits for them. Tell them that they are wanted. That the king is waiting for them. 

It’s a message that evangelists love, for sure. A call to bring sinners in off the streets and escort them into the baptismal waters. But it is also a message that we need to hear when we are thinking about what it means to be hospitable. 

Hospitality is one of our strengths here at Independence. We do a great job of welcoming visitors and guests when they find their way in to our narthex or sneak in the back door. 
I love the visitor bags that Betsy Stanley put together. I love seeing members sit with guests. We do hospitality VERY well. 
Robert Schnase, the author of this series on the 5 practices of a fruitful church, would be very proud of us too. I think we have many generous hearts that are open to welcoming new members. 
But even Bishop Schnase would point out that hospitality in the name of Christ is meant to be radical. Anyone can be welcoming and kind to a stranger. But Christians are called to exceed expectations. 
Christians, he says, should “exhibit a restlessness because they realize that so many people do not have a relationship to a faith community” or to Jesus Christ. 

Christians, have been called to go out into the streets and invite them in. This is more than welcoming stranger with a sincere smile, one of our greatest strengths. 

It is a whole new approach to letting people know that by becoming a part of Independence Christian Church they can have a personal relationship with the son of God AND with people who care about the details of their lives. People who will dance at their weddings and will cry at their funerals. 

PAUSE

Robert Schnase asks a basic question in this first booklet – What do we all need, that a church home provides?
The obvious answer is that we all need a personal relationship with Christ. We need a place to worship God. Yes. But that is very abstract. More specifically, what does that look like? What does it feel like to be part of a church home? 

Ever since the shooting of Congresswoman Giffords and too many other innocent victims in Tucson, Arizona, I have been brokenhearted for the families that are living in shock. 
Included on that list is the family of Jared Loughner. Even though their son is still alive and well, they have realized that he is not the child they raised. That son is gone. 

Their lives will never be the same. They have asked themselves what they did wrong and they have wept heavy tears. They are wrapped in this tragedy and like the other families, they must learn to find hope once again.

My prayer for them, as with every family member, is that they have a church home that is loving them through this crisis. I pray they have a church family who will model radical grace, not judgment. 
I pray they have a church family who will stack up their kitchen counters with frozen lasagnas, homemade cookies and cards of overflowing with kind words.  
What do we all need from a church home? We need a place to worship God, certainly. But we need more than that – we need to know that we are invited and welcome to worship God with a larger community. 

That our faith journey doesn’t have to be a lonely one.  

We need the invitation to live along side people who can teach us what the grace of God looks like in today’s world.

As we walk through the heartbreaks of death, divorce, or illness. People who will come to our rescue if they can help, and will at least come to comfort us if they can’t help. 

People who take the teachings of Jesus Christ as more than just words on a page, but as a message that still has the power to change lives.
Everyone needs to be invited into a church home where we can find help raising our children. Laughing at them when they prance on stage during a Christmas pageant, crying with us when they are gone. 

Everyone needs to be invited into a church where we can feel safe sharing our own self-doubts. To say out loud, “I’m not good enough. I’ve done terrible things. I’ve hurt people. I’ve been lazy. I’ve ignored the commandments and I’m scared that God will hate me for it.” 
Everyone needs to be invited into a church home that offers the good news of redemption. 

PAUSE

We can make friends anywhere, Work. School. We can even meet friends at the grocery store or waiting at the bus stop. 
But a church home offers something more. We are not merely a social group with weekly meetings. What social group in their right mind would voluntarily meet on Sunday mornings?!?!?! A coffee and newspaper in bed are just too tempting. 
But we gladly meet on Sunday mornings because we have something more. We worship Christ as our teacher and our savior. We rejoice in the new life that we have in Jesus Christ.
Here, in this family, there is a higher purpose. 

PAUSE

The reason we are doing this study is to pinpoint EXACTLY what our purpose is at Independence Christian Church. We know that love grows here. Now what exactly does that look like? For the stranger who wanders in on a Sunday morning we have some great answers. 

What about for the people on the streets? The people who need to be included at the banquet? How can we let them know that they are welcome here? How can we go out and invite them in to this church home? 

Our purpose is to model the radical hospitality of God that is set before us in the example of Jesus Christ. Over the next 6 weeks we will figure out specifically what that means for us as a church family. 
The group that looks at radical hospitality will look around at the building – what does it say to a visitor? Are we clean? Accessible? Is the nursery easy to find? 

But I encourage everyone to think bigger. 

How can we go out into the streets and invite them in? What can we do to grab the attention of the Ashland – Hanover community and let them see that this is a place to feel accepted, good or bad?
Hospitality in our homes usually includes good food, shelter, respect and caring enough to set out the good sheets and towels. 

How does that view of hospitality translate to a church family, beyond Sunday mornings?

I love that our Easter sunrise service and breakfast has become a community event. And I love seeing the Ruritans here on Thursday nights, especially when only a handful are members. As their hosts, we are inviting the whole group into our church home and letting them see the love of God at work. 
What else can we do to stretch our hospitality?

Can we host a community festival, letting everyone know that we can have a good time here at Independence? 
Can we offer some kind of afterschool program, giving parents and children a sample of our compassion? 

Some of these ideas might sound more like outreach or mission events. But I often think that Jesus would have considered mission to be the greatest form of hospitality. 

Too many people are wandering the streets looking for an invitation to a church home. God is eager to welcome them in and keep the celebration going. 
May we, servants of the Lord, go out, invite them in, and together we can feast at the table of Christ. 

AMEN 
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