Why did Jesus tell parables? What was the intention in this – it certainly seemed to matter, since it happens over and over again – and indeed, the gospel writers tell us that he taught only in parables at one point in his ministry.

There is a perception that stories are easier to understand than what we might call hard teaching; that a nice story can put across its point without requiring too much brain work of us. Most people who listen to Jesus parables will know that that’s not the case – whatever Jesus parables require of their listeners, it is not a holiday for the mind and the imagination.

There is – was – for a while an approach in biblical criticism that treated the parables as fables, analogies, in which every part of the parable could be mapped onto a theological or ethical point, and so the teaching could be put across in a very memorable way and also one that was easy to remember. Again, I remain to be convinced; there are other ways of doing that that Jesus uses; the beatitudes with their rhythm, for example. And it also just doesn’t quite work…

A dominant contemporary theory of the parables is that they are little landmines – I like this one; they are there to tease us, to unsteady us, to challenges us in how we think and act – more to raise questions than to provide answers, and to keep us open to new possibilities.

As I say, I really like that as an approach, and I think it has a great deal going for it. It is, I suggest one of the key ways we need to approach the parable in today’s reading; this really rather blood thirsty story of a king who gets pretty cross when people won’t do as they are told, and so first of all excludes, then kills, then condemns to everlasting torment those who don’t immediately spring to obey him. It’s certainly a story that challenges and unsteadies – one might even say unnerves us.

If we were to take – as most commentators do – the basic analogical approach – that is, that elements of the story can be mapped onto theological and ethical points in order to drive them home, then the story we appear to end up with is that God – because, in such a story, surely the king represents God – asks us to come to a feast – a well-known image for the kingdom,  - and when those who are first asked – the Jews – refuse, and go on refusing he destroys them, and then invites in everybody good and bad – so the message of the gospel is extended beyond the Jews to the gentiles regardless of who they are – and then that one without a wedding garment – that is one, having responded to the invitation but not taking it seriously – is thrown into outer darkness – is condemned to hell.

That is the standard interpretation of the parable; that God invites people to a feast, to the kingdom, and if they won’t come, destroys them. Not quietly either – we are talking, in this story about massacres and eternal destruction.

Really! Is this really in line with the kind of presence of God that Jesus demonstrates and insists that others be open to.

Well, if that is how this story is to be read, then it certainly fits the model of being unnerving, of challenging behaviour, of not letting us continue in our well-worn paths. Behave, respond, jump to it, or destruction of a particularly violent kind is what is going to happen.

But see, I have a real problem with that interpretation. I am not convinced that the God we claim we meet in Jesus, the God who will undertake the cross in order to win the lost, the God whom Paul claims is reconciling all things to himself in the cross would do this, is represented by this.

So let’s go back a little on Matt’s telling of the story and hear what Jesus has to say about why he uses parables;
Then the disciples came and asked him, ‘Why do you speak to them in parables?’ 11 He answered, ‘To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been given. 12 For to those who have, more will be given, and they will have an abundance; but from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away. 13 The reason I speak to them in parables is that “seeing they do not perceive, and hearing they do not listen, nor do they understand.” 14 With them indeed is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah that says:
“You will indeed listen, but never understand,
    and you will indeed look, but never perceive.
15 For this people’s heart has grown dull,
    and their ears are hard of hearing,
        and they have shut their eyes;
        so that they might not look with their eyes,
    and listen with their ears,
and understand with their heart and turn—
    and I would heal them.”
16 But blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear. 17 Truly I tell you, many prophets and righteous people longed to see what you see, but did not see it, and to hear what you hear, but did not hear it.
The point of the parables is that those who have will have more, and those who do not have will lose what they have; I suggest -  that those who have understood who God is will understand more, and those who have not understood will understand even less, will grow even more confused about who God is.

We will hear the parables as we believe God to be. If we believe that god is violent, vengeful and destructive, then this parable will confirm it.

But if we don’t?

If we are open to the possibility that what we see in the life of Jesus; a man who stands with the poor and the outcast, who challenges unfair and exclusionary practices by overturning tables, who welcomes the lepers and the women and the children and the silenced, and who, faced with the destructive power of the empire, and the religious authorities tells his friend to put away his sword , and faces the violence of the cross head on not to retaliate but to absorb it and triumph over it in love and new life – then how might we read this parable?

I suggest to you that the meaning is given way in the first sentence which is smoothed over in translation. The Greek text gives us, there was a man a king….; Here is a parable not about God the king, but about how kings, how authorities, how dominating systems and people work; this king has decided to give a party and sets about inviting people. And when they won’t come and still won’t come, he kills them. When the people he is in charge of, the people he is ruler over won’t do what he has decided they should do, he destroys them.

And then he asks some more, and having seen what has happened to those who say no, why wouldn’t they turn up.  And even then, he’s not happy, because there is somebody who is not playing by the rules – and so that person is condemned and destroyed.

This is indeed a story about the kingdom of God – but not that the kingdom of God is like this horror of a kingdom in which it is obey or be mown down – but about where the kingdom is, where the kingdom is found in the midst of our kingdoms of violence and destruction.

He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth. (Isaiah 53; 7)

Matthew 27:11-14: "Now Jesus stood before the governor; and the governor asked him, 'Are you the King of the Jews?' Jesus said, 'You say so.' But when he was accused by the chief priests and elders, he did not answer. Then Pilate said to him, 'Do you not hear how many accusations they make against you?' But he gave him no answer, not even to a single charge, so that the governor was greatly amazed." 

We live in a world where we try to bring peace by violence. There is horror going on in Syria and Iraq. And so we send in the drones. There is horror in Israel and Gaza – and so the answer is bombing and build a wall and exert control at gun point.
And we could go on. We try to bring peace by violence. We try to reflect, embody the kingdom by using the patterns we know – there was a man a king.
Indeed, we could make a parable of it; there was a nation, a power. And it/they knew how the world should be and the best way to organise a state, and so they invited others to do the same. And when they wouldn’t they sent in guns and drones and soldiers to kill them  and insisted that this was how it had to be – and made friends with those who had been enemies before, but were enemies of the people who were rejecting their good way of life and so got them onside. But they didn’t all do as they were told either, and so the nation, the power sent in more guns and drones and soldiers and killed them. And where is the kingdom…?

In a week when out govt sends drones to kill people, what do we do?

When we live as people whose instinct is to make the world the way we want it, however we need to – what do we do?

And it’s not just in the huge, far beyond our control events and situations. We played a game recently at church – it was part of our harvest celebration. It was the trading game – some of you may know it? We were divided into teams, and told that each time would be given resources to produce paper shapes that could then be sold to the corporate trader. Then we opened our packets; some teams had scissors, rulers, paper, templates – some had paper and templates but no rulers, some had ruler and scissors but not paper – you get the idea… We were then set to to make the various shapes, and sell them to the corporate trader – who sometimes refused to buy if things were not perfect, who  varied the price according to what he had a shortage and glut of, who introduced random rules apparently just at a whim. 

And we learned a lot about international trade and how it felt that evening. And it was the feeling that really rocked me. For during the evening, I found myself stealing from my fellow church members, I found myself toe to toe with one of them ready to shout at him (and possibly hit him) because he had taken paper off my desk. I found myself justifying my behaviour on the basis of – but he did it to me. And I saw it happening to others there too. We did what we did – in the heat of a game, not even something that matters – because that’s what we know, that’s the story of the world around us, that’s the nature of the kingdom we live in and under; if you can’t get your way, shout, complain, manipulate until you make the world the way you want it. I hope you are better behaved when you play games – but my guess is, if you think for a moment, you will know times when you have done, said, things that reflect something of the same approach; I need it to be this way, I need you – whoever the you is – to be this way, and I will do what I do to make it so. It’s what we know, it’s how we are trained; there was a man, a king….
And so where is the kingdom? If I am at all right, and this is not a parable that tells us God is a violent bully, and so the kingdom is not the kingdom in which this meal is served and where people are destroyed for not turning up at it, where is the kingdom? Look at the end of the parable – this is really weird. There is somebody who is there in that compelled cowed crowd who looks odd and is thrown out – indeed, thrown right out. 
You know where I’m going, but let me put it in a wider context first; this parable is part of Jesus teaching in Matt’s story at the end of his life; in the gospel, we have already had the entry into Jerusalem that we remember on Palm Sunday. Jesus has come into the city, he has got caught up, has given himself to the clash with the leaders that has been brewing for a while, but which he has so far walked away from. But, as Matt tells the story, Jesus goes to the temple and is approached by the priests and elders and challenged about his authority; by what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority – do what things? Come into the city in the way he does, turn over the tables and challenge the right of access to worship, to the holy places.  He has – in the terms of this parable – confronted the bullies speaking for God and forcing people into doing it their way. He has refused their authority, the authority of the god they claim to worship; he is not playing the game according to the rules – he is not dressed in the wedding robe, not looking like everybody else, not fitting in.
See, it’s too easy to read this as the robe refers to behaviour, or a certain form of faith or some other badge that we are accustomed to put on to show we are in – but that doesn’t work. Jesus explicitly says in the story that all are compelled to come in – both good and bad; this isn’t about being good enough, or behaving in a certain way. The robe is about fitting in. 

And that’s what Jesus is refusing to do. He won’t play the game of fitting into what is believed to be right and proper, he won’t be acquiescent in the face of a religiously exclusive system that shuts people out of the temple, insists on changing money from common currency to temple money – complete with commission -  to allow people to worship. He won’t be dressed in robes of conformity to a system that dominates, he refuses to put on the clothes of the costume of the empire that seeks to keep everything under close control. 

He is not dressed as he should be to please those in power.

And he is crucified. He is cast out. He is, according to the law of his people, accursed. Thrown into outer darkness.
Where is the kingdom in this story?

And where are we? Where do we fit in, when we are people of the kingdom, when we pray as we did earlier in the service, thy kingdom come, when we pray, this is the kingdom. What does it mean to be people of the kingdom?

What would it mean to live outside of a system of bullying and manipulation, of violence and domination?

What does it mean to reject the idolatry of the easy to see way, the obvious way, the what looks like a god way, the shape of what everybody knows is God way of doing things? We read the story of the golden calf, and wonder what did they think they were doing? But what they were doing was being normal. Everybody around them knew, lived by a god you could see, a god who represented the highest riches of the community, a god that pointed to the basic human need; that is, a model, so seen, made of gold, so representing riches, of one of the central aspects of an agrarian community – the beast that makes the world work. They are doing what it is normal, proper, and fits the way the world is. And they are getting it wrong. They are not being the people of god as God has called them to be.

There was a man, a king; this parable tells us the story of how the world is, how it makes sense, what it looks like if we judge it in its own terms – and how to act, and what happens in such a world. There was a man, a king, and he killed them. And compelled them to come in, and destroyed the one who didn’t play by the rules. This is the way the world is.

And where is the kingdom?

If the parables are told to give to those who already have and take away from those who don’t have even what they do have – where are we? Can we “have” a vision of God that is of love and not violence, of love and not bullying, of peace and reconciliation, not condemnation and exclusion – and if we dare to “have” that, what more of it might we gain from this story in ways that change who we are, and so change the world? And if what we have is an understanding of God as violent, retributive, excluding and condemning, then this story will – if we choose – simply confirm it, and send us down a road where it is alright to kill people we don’t agree with, in the name of religion, where it is a good thing to cut out and destroy anybody who doesn’t believe in just the way we do – and these are patterns that are around us, and that we know – and ……..

Where is the kingdom in this story?
Is it possibly with the one who, refusing to conform, refusing to be intimidated by the violence of the king, refusing to bow to the domination of the system that is in control, is thrown out and accursed; is hung on a tree to die, without any capacity or choice to retaliate.

And who, through love and the undefeatable life of God, rose from the dead and lives now among us, beside us, with us.

And says – where are you going to go to find me; in the violent and well-defined, or out here on the edge where it is risky and life flourishes?
