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From	the	Gospel	According	to	St	Matthew,	
Many	are	called,	but	few	are	chosen.	
	
In	the	Name	of	the	Father,	and	of	the	Son,	and	of	the	Holy	Ghost.	Amen.	
	
‘The	Kingdom	of	heaven,’	says	Jesus,	 ‘is	like	a	certain	King	which	made	a	
marriage	for	his	son.’	What	is	‘the	Kingdom	of	Heaven?’	we	might	ask,	but	
I’d	 like	 to	 put	 that	 on	 one	 side	 for	 a	 while	 to	 ask	 how	 we	 enter	 the	
Kingdom	of	Heaven,	according	to	Jesus.	There	is	much	to	be	learned	about	
what	the	Kingdom	of	Heaven	is	from	what	Jesus	tells	us	about	how	it	is	to	
be	entered.	
	
Very	often	when	we	think	about	entering	the	Kingdom	of	Heaven	or	when	
people	talk	about	it	or	when	comedians	help	us	to	laugh	about	it,	we	think	
of	 it	either	as	a	 just	reward	for	services	rendered,	or	a	gift	with	a	whole	
lot	of	conditions	attached,	many	of	them	quite	arbitrary.	Not	only	must	we	
refrain	 from	 thievery	 and	 murder,	 the	 reasons	 for	 which	 seem	 clear	
enough,	 but	 we	 are	 supposed	 to	 do	 and	 refrain	 from	 doing	 all	 sorts	 of	
other	 things.	 Furthermore,	 the	 list	 of	 dos	 and	 don’ts	 appear	 to	 differ	
according	to	who	we	talk	to	at	the	time.	Often	the	whole	business	appears	
hopeless.	We	quietly	wash	our	hands	of	 the	whole	mess.	 It	appears	 that	
there	can	be	no	intelligible	connection	between	faith	and	the	actual	shape	
or	our	 lives.	So	we	plump	 for	respectability	or	our	own	good	opinion	of	
ourselves	or	‘good	intentions’	as	the	measure	of	our	lives.	Or	we	console	
ourselves	with	 the	observation	 that	whatever	our	own	 faults	may	be,	at	
least	they	are	not	as	bad	as	those	of	our	neighbours.	We	may	even	take	a	
perverse	delight	in	unmasking	them	as	hypocrites.	
	
Christ’s	parable	 invites	us	 to	 start	 again	 at	 a	new	beginning.	 It	 suggests	
that	 the	problem	 is	not	with	God’s	will,	 but	ours.	We	do	not	want	what	
God	freely	offers.	So	the	invitation	to	the	wedding	feast	goes	first	to	those	
who	make	light	of	it.	They	are	not	able	to	recognize	the	invitation	for	what	
it	is	–	a	great	gift,	an	unmerited	honour	and	privilege.	They		therefore	turn	
away	 from	 it	 toward	 the	 things	 they	can	 take	seriously:	 their	 farms	and	
their	merchandise	–	the	means	of	 their	 livelihood,	 the	means	to	security	
of	their	person	and	their	property,	the	means	to	what	the	English	political	
philosopher	Thomas	Hobbes	 called	 ‘commodious	 living’.	Notice	 that	 the	



problem	is	in	their	will.	The	king’s	heart	is	all	generosity.	He	extends	the	
invitation.	He	has	 the	marriage	supper	prepared	at	his	own	expense.	He	
sends	messengers	out	not	once	but	twice.	But	his	messengers	are	scorned	
and	 finally	 rejected	 with	 murderous	 violence.	 Love	 of	 security	 and	 the	
desire	 to	be	 self-sufficient	 often	 lead	 to	 this.	 They	often	 end	 in	 violence	
toward	those	who	would	disrupt	that	security	and	self-sufficiency	in	the	
name	of	things	not	recognized	or	understood.	The	problem	is	not	with	the	
King	and	his	desire,	but	with	those	who	receive	and	scorn	his	 invitation,	
and	their	desires.	
	
The	generosity	of	the	King	will	not	be	defeated	in	this	way,	however.	He	
sends	 his	 servants	 out	 ‘into	 the	 highways	 and	 byways’	 to	 people	 who	
could	 not	 dream	 they	 were	 fit	 to	 be	 invited	 to	 the	 wedding	 feast	 of	 a	
King’s	son.	 Just	 to	underline	 the	point,	we	are	 told	 that	 those	who	come	
include	both	‘good	and	bad’.	What	these	people	have	in	common	and	what	
makes	 them	 fit	 to	 be	 guests	 is	 not	 virtue	 or	 status	 or	 great	
accomplishments.	 The	 King	 judges	 them	 fit	 guests	 simply	 because	 they	
are	able	to	recognize	his	invitation	as	a	good	gift,	and	so	to	receive	it.		
	
In	 the	Epistle,	St	Paul	urges	his	hearers	to	be	 like	these	people.	 In	effect	
He	 is	 saying	 to	 the	 Christians	 in	 Ephesus	 and	 to	 us,	 ‘Remember	 the	
invitation	 you	 have	 received,	 and	 so	 allow	 yourselves	 to	 ruled	 by	 the	
Spirit	of	 gratitude.	 In	 that	Spirit	 sing	and	make	melody	 in	your	heart	 to	
the	good	Lord	who	has	called	you	to	partake	of	a	feast	which	far	exceeds	
anything	 they	 desired	 or	 deserved.	 To	 humble	 hypocrites	 called	 to	 be	
saints,	Paul	says,	 ‘Give	thanks	in	all	things’	–	all	 things	-	even	the	loss	of	
security,	even	the	loss	of	your	livelihood,	even	in	the	face	of	rejection	and	
persecution.	
	
The	generosity	of	the	King	wins	the	hearts	of	those	not	enslaved	to	love	of	
security	 and	 money	 and	 the	 so-called	 ‘practicalities’	 that	 belong	 to	 the	
pursuit	 of	 ‘commodious	 living’.	 These	 are	 ‘the	 good	 and	 bad’	whom	 the	
King’s	servants	bring	to	the	feast	from	the	highways	and	the	byways.	But	
this	alone	is	not	enough.	One	refuses	to	put	on	the	vestments	provided	by	
the	King	that	they	may	be	dressed	for	the	feast.	When	the	King	comes	to	
this	 man,	 he	 calls	 him,	 ‘friend’.	 Once	 more	 Jesus	 underlines	 and	
emphasizes	the	fact	that	what	keeps	us	out	of	the	Kingdom	of	Heaven	is	
not	God’s	will,	but	ours.	The	King	gives	the	man	opportunity	to	speak	for	
himself,	to	enter	into	conversation,	to	resolve	the	issue.	He	has	befriended	
all	his	guests,	condescending	to	their	state	in	order	to	lift	them	to	his.	But	
the	 man	 is	 speechless.	 He	 has	 nothing	 to	 say.	 He	 has	 received	 the	



invitation	and	come,	but	he	is	not	ready	to	be	raised	up	and	made	fit	to	be	
there.	And	so	he	is	cast	out.	
	
Notice	 that	 at	 every	 point	 in	 this	 parable	 the	 feast	 is	 a	 gift.	 It	 is	 never	
earned	or	deserved.	However,	the	gift	cannot	be	received	against	the	will	
of	those	who	are	invited.	If	they	stay	away,	it	cannot	be	forced	upon	them.	
If	they	come	but	refuse	to	be	clothed,	they	cannot	stay.	
	
So	 it	 is	with	us.	 If	we	 imagine	 that	 the	Kingdom	of	Heaven	 is	something	
earned	or	deserved,	we	do	not	have	so	much	as	a	place	in	this	story,	for	in	
this	parable	the	feast	is	always	and	everywhere	pure	gift.	If	we	will	not	lift	
up	 our	 minds	 and	 our	 hearts	 from	 the	 anxious	 search	 for	 security	 in	
material	prosperity	and	devotion	 to	 ‘practical’	matters	which	put	 to	one	
side	love	of	God	and	love	of	neighbour,	we	will	miss	the	invitation	to	the	
new	 life	 that	 is	 everywhere	 in	 all	 things	 presented	 to	 us	 by	 the	
messengers	of	God	 in	 the	circumstances	of	our	daily	 lives.	 If	we	take	up	
the	invitation,	but	remain	in	closed	silence	when	He	speaks,	unwilling	to	
enter	 into	 that	 commerce	 in	holy	 thoughts,	holy	desires	and	holy	 things	
through	which	we	share	here	and	now	in	the	 life	of	Heaven,	we	exclude	
ourselves	from	the	very	life	of	Heaven,	which	is	the	very	life	of	God.	
	
What	 have	 I	 tried	 to	 say?	 Something	 very	 simple.	 Something	 said	 with	
brilliant	clarity	by	the	Coptic	saint,	Matthew	the	Poor:	 ‘[T]hrough	prayer	
there	 now	 exists	 a	 true,	 constant,	 and	 intimate	 bond	 between	man	 and	
Christ.	Therefore,	without	a	life	of	prayer	with	Christ,	there	can	be	neither	
life	nor	kingdom	nor	light	nor	victory	over	the	devil.’	Truly	to	pray,	truly	
to	bring	our	desires	into	God’s	desires,	our	life	into	His	life,	is	to	partake	
of	 that	 wedding	 feast	 in	 which,	 through	 Christ,	 heaven	 and	 earth	 are	
brought	together.	
	
The	 greatest	 of	 our	 Reformation	 teachers,	 Richard	 Hooker,	 put	 it	 no	
better,	 but	 somewhat	 differently.	 I	 quote	 him	 in	 the	 hope	 that	 he	 may	
prove	helpful	to	some,	as	he	has	often	been	to	me.	We	are,	he	says,	by	our	
very	humanity,	 ‘capable	of	God’.	The	restlessness	of	human	desire	bears	
constant	testimony	to	the	fact	that	we	were	created	for	a	happiness	we	do	
not	possess.	 ‘Capable	we	are	of	God	both	by	understanding	and	will:	by	
understanding,	 as	 he	 is	 that	 sovereign	 Truth	which	 comprehendeth	 the	
rich	 treasures	 of	 all	 wisdom;	 by	 will,	 as	 He	 is	 that	 sea	 of	 Goodness	
whereof	whose	 tasteth	 shall	 thirst	 no	more.’	 Because	we	 are	 capable	 of	
God,	 we	 look	 to	 share	 in	 the	 good	 things	 God	 enjoys	 by	 means	 of	 the	
highest	powers	with	which	God	has	endowed	human	nature:	the	power	to	



understand,	 and	 the	 power	 to	 love.	 We	 naturally	 look	 to	 come	 to	 the	
happiness	 we	 seek	 as	 the	 result	 of	 what	 we	 do	 and	 the	 reward	 of	 our	
labours.	But	it	cannot	be	so.	We	direct	our	highest	powers	to	lesser	things	
–	security	and	‘commodious	living’	–	or	we	look	beyond	these	things	only	
to	have	our	understanding	and	desire	 fixed	on	something	 less	 than	God,	
to	be	won	on	our	own	terms.	Hooker	sums	all	this	up	by	saying,	‘The	light	
of	 nature	 is	 never	 able	 to	 find	 out	 any	way	 of	 obtaining	 the	 reward	 of	
bliss,	 but	 by	performing	 exactly	 the	duties	 and	works	 of	 righteousness.’	
This	way	is	impassible,	closed.	But	Christ	has	opened	to	us	another	way,	
the	way	 of	 grace	 received	 in	 repentance,	 that	 walks	 by	 faith,	 hope	 and	
charity.	 ‘[B]ehold	how	 the	wisdom	of	God	hath	 revealed	a	way	mystical	
and	supernatural,	 a	way	directing	unto	 the	 same	end	of	 life	by	a	 course	
which	groundeth	itself	upon	the	guiltiness	of	sin,	and	through	sin	desert	
of	condemnation	and	death.’	The	free	opening	of	our	dark	hearts	to	God	in	
repentance	 makes	 possible	 commerce	 between	 earth	 and	 heaven,	 a	
commerce	in	holy	thoughts,	holy	desires,	holy	things.		
	

For what is the assembly of the Church to learn, but the receiving of 
Angels descended from above? What to pray, but the sending of 
Angels upward?  His heavenly inspirations and our holy desires are 
as so many Angels of intercourse and commerce between God and 
us. As teaching bringeth us to know that God is our supreme truth; so 
prayer testifieth that we acknowledge him our sovereign good.  

	
When	 we	 have	 rejected	 ‘commodious	 living’	 as	 our	 life’s	 aim,	 and	
responded	with	glad	hearts	to	Christ’s	invitation	to	the	wedding	feast,	we	
may	 expect	 the	 Father	 to	 come	 to	 us	 asking	 why	 we	 have	 not	 clothed	
ourselves	in	the	garments	He	has	provided	that	we	might	be	fit	guests	at	
His	 table.	 Then	 let	 us	 not	 be	 silent.	 Then	 let	 us	 pray.	 Then	 let	 us	
continually	and	repeatedly	cry	out	that	we	will	not	content	ourselves	with	
what	we	have	already	received	of	God’s	goodness,	but	will	gladly	receive	
more,	and	so	be	clothed	again	and	again	not	with	 the	rags	we	ourselves	
hang	on	our	dumb	idols,	but	with	the	true	and	living	Christ,	who	is	always	
greater	 than	any	 idea	we	have	of	Him.	As	St	Paul	 says,	 ‘Put	on	 the	Lord	
Jesus	Christ.’	(Romans	13:14).]	
	
If	 we	 pray	 in	 this	way,	 there	 is	 no	 telling	where	 God	may	 take	 us,	 and	
what	he	may	make	of	us.	Last	week	my	eldest	son	sent	a	link	to	the	story	
of	 a	 young	 American	 doctor	who	 lives	 and	works	 in	 a	war	 zone	 in	 the	
southern	part	of	Sudan,	amongst	the	Nuba.	He	is	the	only	trained	surgeon.	
His	 life	consists	of	 receiving	 the	Holy	Communion	each	morning	at	6:30	



a.m.	 and	 then	 working	 twelve	 to	 fourteen	 hours	 most	 days	 week	 after	
week,	 month	 after	 month	 in	 squalor,	 filth,	 and	 the	 human	wreckage	 of	
war.	The	author	of	the	article	begins	by	asking	why	he	does	not	leave?	In	
the	end,	he	gets	an	answer.	Love.	Love	that	will	not	pretend	that	a	white	
man’s	 life	 is	more	 valuable	 than	 any	 other	 by	 fleeing	when	 the	 fighting	
gets	close.	Love	that	leaves	him	completely	unable	to	return	to	his	old	life	
and	 be	 content	with	 something	 less	 than	 that	 to	which	 Love	 has	 called	
him.	He	is	a	prisoner	to	Love,	and	He	is	most	free.	He	does	not	look	to	die,	
but	he	is	no	longer	a	prisoner	to	the	fear	of	death.	He	is	no	longer	prisoner	
to	desires	and	fears	that	war	against	Love.	He	lives	‘in	Christ’.	Christ	is	all:	
Christ	 present	 in	 the	 sacrament;	 Christ	 present	 in	 those	 broken	 bodies	
and	desperate	souls	who	flood	into	his	little	hospital	day	after	day	in	the	
heat	and	the	flies	and	the	stench;	Christ	before	him	at	the	end	of	all	things,	
as	their	consummation	and	meaning	and	end.	
	
Every	kingdom,	every	city,	 is	 constituted	by	exchange,	by	commerce.	By	
true	prayer	we	enter	 into	 that	 commerce	 in	holy	 thoughts,	holy	desires,	
and	holy	things	which	constitute	the	Kingdom	of	Heaven.	By	the	lives	we	
lead	 we	 so	 often	 draw	 back	 from	 this	 life	 –	 to	 our	 ‘farms’	 and	
‘merchandise’.	By	the	way	we	live	we	draw	back	from	the	fullness	of	life	
and	love	to	which	God	calls	us,	to	serve	mute	idols.	May	God	who	comes	
to	us	 in	holy	gifts	 in	 the	Sacrament	we	celebrate	 this	evening	break	our	
hearts	open	to	true	prayer,	to	dare	to	ask	not	only	for	God’s	gifts,	but	for	
God	Himself,	and	not	only	for	God	as	we	think	or	imagine	Him	to	be,	but	
for	God	as	He	 is	and	knows	Himself	 to	be:	God	 in	whom	in	are	 ‘the	rich	
treasures	of	all	wisdom’;	God	who	is,	in	the	words	of	Richard	Hooker,	‘that	
sea	of	Goodness	whereof	whoso	tasteth	shall	thirst	no	more.’	
	
In	the	Name…	


