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It shouldn’t come as a major surprise to anyone that Biblical literacy has increasingly gone down not up over the past several years. In a poll conducted by the Barna Research Group, 10% of those polled said that Joan of Arc was Noah’s wife, 50% of adults can’t name the four gospels, 50% of graduating high school seniors thought that Sodom and Gomorrah were married, and others thought the epistles are defined as the wives of the apostles. But the best of them all is the countless numbers of people who think that the Sermon on the Mount was preached by Billy Graham. 

As Episcopalians, each week we hear three lessons and a psalm read from Scripture. The idea is that presumably hearing the Bible read in church helps us become better acquainted with it----more Biblically literate. As a matter of fact, most churches (like us) print the readings so that one can follow along just in case one’s auditory attention span is limited like mine is. I like what Peter Gomes, past chaplain of Harvard, says about listening to the Bible read in church. Gomes writes that listening to the lessons read in church is like eavesdropping on a conversation in a restaurant where the parties on whom you are listening in are speaking fluent French, and you are trying to make sense of what they are saying with your badly remembered French 101. You catch a few words and are intrigued, trying to follow, but after a while you lose interest, for the effort is too great and the reward too small.  
But what really inhibits the reading and understanding of the Bible is that it is perceived as a technical book which requires a level of piety or of knowledge not available to the average reader. What does a person with no knowledge of the biblical languages, no formal theological training, and no experience in the very technical fields of translation and interpretation do with the Bible? I picked up a copy of Milton’s Paradise Lost, which is a poem of about 489 pages. Let me tell you, I think the pages were sprayed with chloroform. I mean after a few pages my eyes were drooping. So, like many of our Bibles, it sits on my library shelf. And Milton, like Shakespeare, wrote in English! The Bible, as we know, was written by Semitic Middle Easterners from an agrarian, patriarchal, largely illiterate society who believed the world was flat and that diseases were caused by demons inside of you. Thus, when we get a parable (a short allegorical story to make an ethical or religious point) like we have today from Matthew, we throw up our hands or half listen.
So, let me de-construct this story for you, which in any good preaching course would be a severe no-no. The setting is a wedding banquet put on by a king. Unlike the usual wedding banquets, this king sends out an invitation for everyone to attend. But no one responds. Now, let’s stop here a moment. Many of you have put on weddings for your children. Some of you have not. However, just about all of us have hosted dinner parties or children’s birthday parties or other events wherein we have sent out invitations. As a matter of fact, I have been invited to a dinner party tonight hosted by the diocesan El Salvador committee. The invite I received was an Evite. An Evite is an invitation sent via email, which would make my parents’ generation roll over in their graves. But such is change. The thing about Evites is by clicking on the webpage one can see everyone who has been invited and who has responded. For you see, don’t we all know that the bane of an invited event is receiving in return people’s rsvps? It is true that some of us, like in our Bible reading for today, don’t respond right away because there are potential conflicts to resolve, or we are just slackers whose invitation is stuck to our refrigerator, and we just don’t get around to it until the last minute like just about everything else in life. But, also, we all know that many non-responses are because we just don’t want to go. But we ALL know that invitations demand a response. If someone is kind enough to invite us to an event which they are hosting, it is flat out rude and offensive not to respond. It doesn’t matter whether our response is yea or nay. What matters is that we respond.
In order to be straightforward about this passage, let me say that it was written by the early church community and thus, most likely not said by Jesus. Its point is to say that God had invited the Jews to be God’s people, but they did not respond. So, God went on to invite everyone and not just Jews. And if that wasn’t enough, the Jews were cast aside as the people of God not only because of their lack of response but because they killed Jesus. Nowadays in the church, we go to great lengths to avoid saying this. Instead of remembering how things have been, we report how we think things should have been. And that is insulting especially to those we have offended by our offensiveness.
But let me return to the main point of the parable. It involves being invited and not responding. The allegorical meaning of this is that God, the king, has offered all of humanity (the good and bad alike as it says) free access to salvation from sin and entrance into an afterlife for eternity with God (heaven). Free, free, free at last. Thank God Almighty, we are free at last. This is called grace. Through God’s mercy and love, we are all given a free pass into heaven. The slate has been wiped clean. “Rejoice! Again, I say rejoice,” says Paul this morning in his Letter to the Philippians. If someone invites us over their house for dinner or to their party or to the movies or to a concert, generally they are doing it because they like us. Someone is offering us a gift! They are giving us something for free! Our only job is to accept it or reject it.

Now, when I am invited over someone’s house for dinner, I usually bring a bottle of wine. Or if the person doesn’t drink, then I offer to bring dessert. I know that I don’t have to. It is not quid pro quo. But I do it out of gratitude----out of thanksgiving for someone caring about me enough to invite me. I do it out of joy. I do it to delight the person who has delighted me. Gratitude is a gift in return; it is sharing; gratitude is love; it is a joy accompanied by the idea of its cause, as Spinoza would say, when the cause is another person’s generosity or love. Joy in return is love in return.

Those who tend to lack gratitude do so not because they cannot receive the invitation or the gift or grace but because they have a hard time giving. It has more to do with selfishness than it does with insensitivity. Ingratitude is not the incapacity to receive but the inability to give back----in the form of love or joy----a little of the joy that was received or experienced.

The Christian message loud and clear is that God has blessed us with grace and forgiveness through God’s love for us. We are all saved in this respect. We all know that we don’t have to earn God’s love or earn our way into heaven. This is God’s invitation. “Come on,” says God, “let’s all go have a party.” The natural response to this is, “Thanks be to God,” which we say a lot in our liturgy. It would be rude and disrespectful to not respond with gratitude. It is not that gratitude is a condition for salvation. It is simply that it is a normal response to an invitation of love.
Now, look, if you don’t want to accept an invitation, that’s fine. But all of us here HAVE accepted the invitation. So, the question is: how have each of us responded? On that note, let me tell you a story.
When I graduated high school, I went on to a university in Boston along with three of my friends. Thus, I lived at home and commuted. Of the four of us, I was the only one with a car so each day I drove to school picking up my three friends. It was something I offered to do. Frequently, two of the three used to give me gas money or buy my lunch or something as a way of thanking me for driving each day. However, the other guy never once offered to pay for gas or anything. His point was: I was going there anyway; I drove right by his house; and I had room in my car. It didn’t cost me anything to pick him up. So what was the problem? Do you see the problem?
It wasn’t the money or the time or the effort on my part. Rather, it was his response to my offer. His response was ingratitude. So, now let me show you how I think this gospel lesson and my story apply to us today. 

God has offered us loving grace and forgiveness. It is all around us in this church. And as a church member here each of us is to respond. To consider yourself part of this church community wherein your children receive wonderful education opportunities; you receive pretty good sermons or at least they haven’t been thrown together on a Saturday night; wherein if you are sick or in dire straights people here will cook a meal for you and deliver it to your house; where parishioners will go out of their way to pick you up for church and take you home again; where you will be visited if you are home bound and made to feel still a part of this community; where you get the real straight scoop theologically and biblically; where all are welcomed and receive communion no questions asked; where we share our facilities at a greatly reduced rate in order to support a public school, a secular adult education program and a Jewish temple and where we hand out 35 bags of groceries per week to anyone who shows up at our doors no questions asked and on and on and on……to consider yourself a part of this loving, fantastic church community that may be on the smaller size but is vibrant and strong and to sit back and not say thank you I don’t want to give of my time, talent and treasure is really pretty selfish. It is ungracious. It is asking others to drive you to school and for you to give nothing back in return. And it is snubbing your nose at God.
There is not a person in here who cannot tithe of our time (give 10% of an average work week) to the service of our church community. There is not a person in here who cannot give some financial commitment i.e. pledge to the life of this parish. We are called to give 10% of our income to the church. I understand financial times are tough. Janice and I own a home in Florida that is upside down. We are getting soaked at 6.25% interest rate on home that is worth about half of what we purchased it for five years ago. We sent a child to college. And what is worse, we have grandchildren which are far more expensive than the cost of college! I understand the vagaries of financial straights.
So, please (I am feeling more like the king in the story) don’t tell me that you cannot pledge to the church if you own a cell phone or have cable television. These are not necessities in life. They are choices. Where are your priorities? 

We all have a choice just like those people in the gospel lesson have a choice. If you are going to accept the loving grace, then you have to step up to the plate and respond. If you get invited to dinner, at least bring a bottle of wine! But to bring nothing is disrespectful. It is the same as my friend, who accepted the ride into school but offered nothing in return. What do you think of him? What would you say to him? Would you confront him? Or would you do nothing? Or maybe you would hint around which is what most churches do when it comes to talking about financially supporting the church?
Again, allow me to stress. I understand times are tough. And some of you are unemployed or on fixed incomes or haven’t received raises or bonuses. I hear you. I understand. And yet, you do have time and talent. For instance, we need drivers for our more disabled persons and elderly who don’t drive to come to church. We need folks to help with setting up the altar. We need your talents in developing new areas of ministry. In the spring, I would like to see us participate along with the diocese in the 40 x 40,000 where for the 40 days of Lent we, as a diocese, will try to raise 40,000 mosquito nets for people in Africa. Who here wants to head that project? Who wants to be on the committee to write bulletin announcements about it? 

We want to have a concert here by a young singer in order raise money for those affected by the famine in Africa. Are you willing to help? We need grandparents to step up and bring their grandchildren to church. Yes, this takes effort. But that is part of the response to God’s gracious gift of love.
For many, many of you, you understand what I am saying. You understand because you give a lot to this church. You give of your time, talent and treasure. You have responded. This morning, I speak for you. I speak for all who drive or ride in the car and respond. 

Matthew has Jesus tell us this morning that for those who don’t respond God will bind you hand and foot and throw you into the outer darkness. In other words, God is going to kick you out of church, heaven and salvation. That is not going to happen. I don’t believe in a God who punishes humanity for nonresponsiveness or even unbelief. And I and many others in this church will stand in defense of those who don’t respond. We have your backs. We will continue to drive the car; we will continue to offer our time, talent and treasure even for those who reject it or abuse it. But, goodness knows, I will tell you that it is hard.
On October 23rd---a Sunday---we will have only one service. It will be at 9AM in the parish hall. A full, free breakfast will be offered as we gather to return our pledge statements as a community and offer them at the altar to God. And for those of you who return your pledge statement prior to or on October 23rd you will receive a free $10 Starbuck’s gift card. Please, think and prayerfully consider your pledge commitment for 2012. If you want to speak privately to me or a vestry person about pledging, please let me know. We are all in this together. This is our community. I guess what it comes to is I just want you to love this place like it is your own home. It hurts to think that you might not. As the old stewardship saying goes, “We have plenty of money. It is just that it is still in our pockets and not in the collection plate.” 
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