17th Sunday after Pentecost, October 9, 2011, Philippians 4: 1-9, Matt 22: 1-14

In today’s Gospel, we heard a parable about a wedding banquet that everyone is invited to attend. The king represents God, the wedding banquet is eternal life with God, the son of the king is Jesus, and the people who are invited to the banquet are us.  You want to know what God’s will is for you?  You just heard it in the Gospel:  you personally have received an invitation from God to enter the kingdom of heaven.  He wants you and me to be his special guests at the party of a lifetime; an eternal lifetime.   So, the question posed to each of us today is:  How do you respond to God’s invitation?  You have a choice.  

The guy who chose not to wear a wedding robe to the banquet had a choice too – and he made the wrong choice. This is confusing when we hear about what happened to him, being thrown into the outer darkness and all.  But what is this about? What is Jesus teaching us here? Let me give you the background. You see, kings in those days provided beautiful wedding robes for their guests to wear; every guest, rich or poor, all were on equal footing.  In God’s kingdom we are all loved with God’s same, perfect, lavish love!

So, this guy chooses to refuse to wear the wedding robe he had been offered by the king.  Somehow he thought that his own clothes were good enough, in other words: he decided he didn’t need God.  In this parable, the wedding robe represents righteousness.  Righteousness is a fancy church word that refers to our being right with God, living in accordance with the moral teachings of God.  The Prophet Isaiah wrote, “I delight greatly in the Lord; my soul rejoices in my God.  For he has clothed me in a robe of righteousness.”  Putting on the wedding robe is symbolic for choosing to put God first in our lives.  This story shows that anyone who thinks they can enter the kingdom by their own works, without believing in God and living by His statutes, has a big surprise coming….and it is not a good surprise.

Picture yourself in Italy, around the year 1200.  There lived a young boy named Giovanni.  Giovanni was part of a rich family, and he lived life in the fast lane: he was popular, swaggering down the street in flashy clothes.  But he had dreams of doing something big.  So, he joined the army to make a great name for himself as a hero.  But, instead he got sick, was captured by the enemy, and made a prisoner of war.  His father eventually paid a ransom for him to be able to return home, but Giovanni was still sickly.  During this awful time in his life he spent time praying in an old ruined church. Above the altar of this old church hung the cross that is hung behind the altar in our chapel here at St. John’s.  On it, Jesus has dark, penetrating black eyes.  While Giovanni was looking into those eyes he heard Jesus say to him, “See how my house is in ruins?  Go and restore it for me.” From that day on, young Giovanni’s life changed.  In the terms of our Gospel for today, he gladly took the wedding robe of the King, and lived out of a burning love for Christ Jesus.  Giovanni’s whole name was Giovanni Francesco di Bernardone - so in his new life, he took on his middle name. He is known to us as St. Francis and this town in Italy I am talking about is called Assisi.  

Giovanni (St. Francis) began to raise money for repairing the old dilapidated church.  Little did he know at that point that God didn’t mean for him to rebuild that little church, but rather rebuild the whole of Christianity. Back in the 13th century, the Church was in ruins -- there was corruption and indifference; faith in God seemed to be dying out.  

But, Francis struggled at first in his new life.  While raising money to rebuild the old church he sold off a bunch of his father’s valuable possessions without his permission.  His father, a harsh man, was furious when he found out and dragged his son before the bishop in the town square.  The bishop gave the young man a good chewing out and told him that he must pay his father back for all of the sold property.  Francis responded by taking off all his clothes and piled them right in front of the bishop, along with all of his money.  Then, he walked out into the winter cold- naked and singing, leaving his old life behind.  He began a life of prayer, poverty and service, helping the poor and sick; stripping away everything except devotion to Christ.  Many followed him.  

In the year 1209, Francis and 12 of his followers walked for days to see the pope in Rome for permission to begin the new order of Franciscans.  The pope at that time, Pope Innocent, was like royalty. So, Francis didn’t stand a chance of getting into see the Pope.  But persistence prevailed, and finally Francis stood before the Pope, telling him the importance of his new religious order which was grounded on living according to the Gospel.  The Pope patiently told St. Francis that he, too, once wished to live the gospel ideal but realized it was not possible as he followed his path in the church.  St. Francis replied, “if we are to say that it is not possible to live the Gospel, then why do we have a church?” The Pope was overcome by Francis’ holiness, came down off his throne, bent down and kissed Francis’ feet.  The church underwent reforms after this.
Today we celebrate Saint Francis of Assisi, whose feast day was this past Tuesday.  Francis, who was a deacon, is the patron saint of animals and the environment.  We also remember St. Francis with our special Blessing of the Animals at 2:00 today.  Y’all come!  Yes, Francis loved God’s creation and God’s creatures.  He apparently had many pets, including: a lamb, pheasant, rabbit, dog, and even a cicada!  It is said that even the birds obeyed him.  There is so much to learn about the life of St. Francis, and I have left a handout for those of you who are interested in more – one side has some questions to ponder, and the other side has the, “Canticle of Brother Sun,” which Francis composed.  

There are many legends about Francis; one of them is about a wolf that was "terrifying and ferocious, who devoured animals."  Francis had compassion upon the frightened townsfolk, and went up with others into the hills to find the wolf. Soon, fear of the animal had caused all his companions to flee, though he pressed on. When he found the wolf, he made the sign of the cross and commanded the wolf to come to him and hurt no one. Miraculously the wolf closed his jaws and lay down at the feet of St. Francis.  Francis said, "Brother Wolf, you do much harm in these parts and you have done great evil.  I would like to make peace between you and the people." Then Francis led the wolf into the town, and made a pact between townspeople and the wolf. The townsfolk fed the wolf regularly, and in return, the wolf no longer preyed upon their flocks.   

Another little known fact is that the Christmas Crèche, the scene of Jesus’ birth in the stable we set up at Christmas-time, was Francis’ idea.  It was December, 1223 and Francis was asked to come to a nearby hill town for commemoration of the nativity.  Francis realized the church would not be big enough to hold all the people, so he went and found a niche in a rock on the hillside and set up the scene for the service.  He prepared a manger, brought hay, and an ox and a donkey to the place – and then the people came.  Francis preached there about the babe of Bethlehem.  A soldier in the town claimed that he had this vision of Jesus during the service, “an Infant marvelously beautiful, was sleeping in the manger, and blessed Francis embraced the babe.”  This happened just a few years before Francis’ death, at the young age of 46. St. Francis actually was in excruciating pain for much of his adult life because of an eye disease and digestive problems.  He was also in pain because he was gifted with the stigmata: the marks of Christ on his hands and feet and side – which also bled.  The stigmata, Francis said, was the “culmination of his desire to imitate Christ.”  

St. Francis liked flowers too.  Picture in your mind a flower garden covering the whole earth, with flowers planted close together—let’s say there are 7 billion flowers.  From an airplane view, the flower garden looks like a uniform sea of color. Only when you zoom in with a powerful telescope could you see individual flowers in the garden.  Then if you zoomed more, you’d see that the garden isn’t uniform at all.  Not only are there individual flowers, but every one of them is different!  Some are big and healthy, some are little seedlings, others don’t have the right amount of water, or they’re struggling with disease.  No two are alike.  Maybe we feel like a flower in such a garden, with God as the Master Gardener; there are 7 billion of us on the earth now.  Look at us -- we’re so unique, each so different from each other; each with different needs, issues, gifts and weaknesses.  Some think of God as distant and impersonal, thinking, “Why bother sending my little prayers to God?  God is way too busy to worry about caring for you and me.  I am just one of the 7 billion, lost in the shuffle.”  The world often treats us like a number, but God the Master Gardener, the king, treats each of us with the tender care, nurturing us in order that we become transformed by His grace.  We not only need to say “yes” to His invitation, we need to live in a new way, God’s way – and we can do that with God’s help.  God will stop at nothing to reach His people, our God is a God of deep love, a God who wants the best for everyone.  We are all invited, but how many will choose to live their lives clothed in Christ’s love?  God requires an individual response from you and me. How will you respond?  The Prayer of St. Francis captures this transformed life we are to live in Christ. Let us pray together the prayer of St. Francis, prayer #62, found on page 833 of the Book of Common Prayer in your pews.  Let us pray: 

Lord, make us instruments of your peace. Where there is hatred, let us sow love; where there is injury, pardon; where there is discord, union; where there is doubt, faith; where there is despair, hope; where there is darkness, light; where there is sadness, joy. Grant that we may not so much seek to be consoled as to console; to be understood as to understand; to be loved as to love. For it is in giving that we receive; it is in pardoning that we are pardoned; and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life. Amen.
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