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Several weeks ago I had lunch with the friend of one of our parishioners. The man is a member of a traditionalist Anglican church, so we had the predictable number of mutual acquaintances and friends to talk about to keep the conversation chugging along. 
At one point, the dangerous word "heaven" came up. Our friend said, "Well, I'm not sure if I am going to heaven or not." I replied, somewhat incredulously, "How can you possibly say such a thing -- you are baptized, and confirmed, and a regular communicant, and you may even be sorry for your sins -- why don't you think you are going to go to heaven?" He shot back, "Well, maybe it's more a matter of the fact that I am not sure I want to go to heaven." Fool that I am, I asked, "Why don't you want to go to heaven?" He said, "I just don't like clouds very much, and I've never been interested much in learning how to play the harp." 
I was beginning to realize that this defender of the faith was getting his theological ideas more from the "New Yorker" than from the New Testament. So I said, "If you don't like clouds and harps, what would you think of an endless wedding reception that would be the biggest feast you had ever seen?" He said, "That sounds a little better, but where would you have got such a weird idea?" 

From today's gospel, among other places. One of the most consistent ideas in Jesus' parables is that heaven is going to be a great supper or a wedding banquet. That idea reaches its fruition in the Book of Revelation, where the Lamb of God invites people to his own wedding feast. 
At any rate, I would agree with my friend that if the choice is between an endless banquet and an endless harp concert, I'll take the banquet. But the main issue in today's parable is not what heaven is going to be like, but, rather, how one gets to heaven in the first place. 
The clearest message of the parable is that going to heaven is like being invited to a party. Once you are invited, you can say "Yes," or you can say, "No," or you can say, "I can't make my mind up yet, please give me some more time to think about it." 
In the parable, when the invited guests learn that it is time to come to the supper, they all cook up excuses to explain why they cannot come just then. One has brought a new piece of property he wants to go and look at; a second says that he has to test drive some new oxen he has just bought; and a third says, "How can you expect me to come to some crazy party -- I just got married.' 
The host of the banquet is angry when he hears about the excuses so he tells his servant to bring in all the sorts of people a respectable person might never invite to a party -- poor people, crippled people, and blind people. There is still room after all of them have arrived, so the host tells the servant to go out and ask everybody he can find to come, up to the point where the house is filled up. 
He ends with the chilling words, "I say unto you that none of those men which were bidden shall taste of my supper." 
The fact is that most of us live most of our lives more or less in the excuse-making mode. Baptism is a time of definite commitment -- but we can push that off onto our well-meaning parents and other relatives. At Confirmation, the bishop asks us, quite definitively, "Do you promise to follow Jesus Christ as your Lord and Saviour?" We know our scripted response is, "I do," but we may not really understand what that means, and we were just teenagers then after all. 
We travel through life, even if we are fairly serious churchgoers, excusing ourselves from one or another aspect of full commitment -- I don't need to pray every day, there are some times when there are things that are more important on Sunday mornings than church, Bible reading can be taken too far, God understands why I can't keep his moral laws. 
But the truth is that God is calling us to a complete commitment, and he is calling us to it right here and right now. He is inviting us to a big party. The party begins here on earth as we grow more deeply committed to him and to enjoying the fruits of his love for us. The party continues on through death and the grave, because nothing can separate us from the love of Christ. The party reaches its fulfillment and consummation in heaven where Jesus marries us, his Church. 
All we need to do is RSVP, "Yes,"--I'm coming, I want to be there now, I want to continue to be there throughout the rest of my life, and I want to be there on into eternity. 
God does not want to slam the door in anyone's face -- not in the face of the Jews who rejected Jesus when he came to earth, not in our faces even after we have grieved him with our selfishness and our disobedience. 
Soon you will hear the words, "Ye who do truly and earnestly repent you of your sins... draw near with faith." Today, think to yourself, "I am making a real commitment here --not just going though familiar motions." 
And remember what Jesus says to wishy-washy excuse-makers. "I wish you were either hot or cold. Because you are lukewarm, I am going to spew you out of my mouth." 

The Collect:O LORD, who never failest to help and govern those whom thou dost bring up in thy stedfast fear and love; Keep us, we beseech thee, under the protection of thy good providence, and make us to have a perpetual fear and love of thy holy Name; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
The Epistle. 1 St. John 3: 13-24 .
The Gospel. St. Luke 14:16-24.
