PAGE  
2

The Kingdom of Heaven Suffers Violence:

Discerning the Suffering Servant in the Parable of the Wedding Banquet

Marty Aiken

Racine, Wisconsin

martyaiken@aya.yale.edu


I propose in this paper a new reading of the parable of the wedding Banquet in Matthew (Matt. 22:1-14)  My proposal is that Jesus uses this parable to declare to the ruler’s representatives, and the world, that Jesus’ authority will be the authority of the suffering servant.  Jesus does this by structuring the parable so that he can introduce into the parable the figure of “suffering servant’ from Isaiah, especially Isaiah 52:13-53:12.  The servant figure in the parable with whom Jesus identifies is the man without the wedding garment who suffers expulsion, and worse, at the hand of the king.


The universally accepted reading of this parable comes to the exact opposite conclusion.  The king introduced at the beginning of the parable is understood as a reference to God, and the violence the king calls down upon the unrobed man is interpreted as sacred violence levied in judgment for the man’s absolute recalcitrance at accepting God’s invitation into his kingdom. 


I will make no effort to harmonize these two readings, largely because I see no way they can complement each other.  I want to caution the reader to be aware of the enormous inertial pull of the accepted reading.  Gravity is the effect one body exerts on another, and the accepted reading has acquired such  mass that it almost transforms Jesus’ words and Matthew’s text into a black hole that pulls into itself any attempt to read the parable differently.  If I can be forgiven for being caught up in my own imagery, I’d like to show that it is possible for there to be a new sun that could shine a new, different light on this text.  

The Parable

Once more Jesus spoke to them in parables, saying:  “The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who gave a wedding banquet for his son.  He sent his slaves to call those who had been invited to the wedding banquet, but they would not come. Again he sent other slaves, saying, ‘Tell those who have been invited:  Look, I have prepared my dinner, my oxen and my fat calves have been slaughtered, and everything is ready; come to the wedding banquet.’  But they made light of it and went away, one to his farm, another to his business, while the rest seized his slaves, mistreated them, and killed them.  The king was enraged.  He sent his troops, destroyed those murderers, and burned their city.  The he said to his slaves, ‘The wedding is ready, but those invited were not worthy.  Go therefore into the main streets, and invite everyone you find to the wedding banquet.’  Those slaves went out into the streets and gathered all whom they found, both good and bad; so the wedding hall was filled with guests.

“But when the king came in to see the guests, he noticed a man there who was not wearing a wedding robe, and he said to him, ‘Friend, how did you get in here without a wedding robe?’  And he was speechless.  Then the king said to the attendants, ‘Bind him hand and foot, and throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’  For many are called, but few are chosen.

…To Be Made Like…

The primary reason the king of the parable is identified with God, the Father of Jesus, is because the parable seems to equate them in a very straightforward way.  Jesus said:  “The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who gave a wedding banquet for his son.”  (22:2) There are at least three elements that argue for equating them. First is the strong correspondence between “kingdom” and “king.”  Second, the king of the parable has a son whom he is honoring.  This has a strong parallel in Jesus and his Father.  And third, the verbal logic of the sentence indicates that Jesus is pointing to equivalence between the kingdom and the king.  

It is true that you cannot have a kingdom without a king (or queen), but it is also true that “kingdom” and “king” are not mutually interchangeable in the same way, e.g., king is for queen.  If a king equates himself with his kingdom, it tells us something about what kind of king he is and what his kingdom has become, but we need to have both words at our disposal to describe fully what the state of affairs has become.

The Greek text also has language not present in the English translation.  The Greek text reads “…a basileia ton ouranon anthropo basilei…, literally the kingdom of heaven a man a king.   While anthropo basilei is an accepted form for “king,” I think we should still acknowledge that the juxtaposition of heaven and man would also be heard as a potential source of tension, and perhaps difference.  And the interjection of “man” between “kingdom of heaven” and “king” would interrupt and weaken even more the questionable link between kingdom and king discussed above. 
The most obvious thing the son does in this parable is to never appear.  I suppose if the guests had ever come to the banquet like they were supposed to he would have been there to greet them.  There was a huge expectation that Jesus would pronounce himself king now that he had finally come to the Temple in Jerusalem.
  Given such an expectation it would seem odd that Jesus would tell a story about kingship with a son in which the son makes no appearance, and the story Jesus does tell about kingship appears to be if anything a continuation of a feud against the Pharisees.  It is a fair question to ask if the content fits the occasion.

The strongest argument for equating “kingdom of heaven” with “king” is what I have called the verbal logic of the sentence.  Jesus appears to be equating one identity with another, in order to use one entity to describe another.  His very first words would appear to make this twofold purpose very clear: “The kingdom of heaven may be compared to….”  The word that points to and sums up this desire to both equate and describe is “compare.”  The Greek however does not support this use we want to put “compare” to.  The key verb, not just in this sentence but for the whole parable, is “homoitha,” indicative verb aorist passive third person singular.  I go to the trouble of specifying its declension because its aorist passive form is so crucial to its correct translation.  As written, Jesus begins the parable by saying, correctly translated, “The kingdom of heaven may be made like a king…”  To say a kingdom is like a king is simple; to say a kingdom was made like a king brings a third party into the relationship.  This opens up tremendously the possible meanings of Jesus’ sentence, and of the parable.   The parable could now have the meaning, among others, that the people by their recalcitrance and violence are responsible for making the king use violence, which would only be a refinement of the conventional view; or it could mean that the kingdom of heaven could be corrupted by violent rivalry, which might be a more interesting viewpoint to explore.  

The most important point is that the parable is now opened up to a wider range of readings.  “Compare,” if we want to use that word, should not be used to mean interchangeable.  It should be read as an introduction to the parable, a way of placing before us the parable as a whole and making us look within the parable itself for where the names belong and the “kingdom-of-heavenness” resides.   This parable uses a passive verb to introduce a parable of intense activity.  But the rhetorical use of active and passive voices and the philosophical assumptions that stood behind those uses were not the same as those we apply today.  An apparently active action could be portrayed in the passive because of where the underlying motivation was perceived to come from.
 The main point is that we have to dive within the parable and look at the relationships.

Kingship

Jesus tells the parable of the wedding banquet as his final response to the question the chief priests and elders have asked of him and demanded an answer; “By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?” (21:23)   The discernment of the identity of the king of the parable must be understood within the larger context of Jesus’ response to this question about his authority.   Jesus has already made a claim for one authority and against another by his “cleansing” of the Temple. The Temple “possessed enormous political significance.”
  Jesus had already raised messianic expectations by his triumphal entry into Jerusalem.
  His first action after entering the royal city was to go to the temple, where “Jesus’ action in the Temple…was equally ‘royal.’”
  Jesus’ actions would “…have spoken not just of religion but of royalty.”

Herod the Great had devoted such a large amount of his resources to the re-building of the Temple because it possessed such enormous political significance: “Herod’s grandiose rebuilding of the Temple formed a crucial element in his claim to be king of the Jews.”
  Among all the symbols of Israel’s identity, the foremost symbol of royal connotation was the Temple.
 But the close affiliation of Herod and his descendants with the temple magnified the risk Jesus was taking.  In attacking the temple he was attacking not just an abstract political entity but a sitting ruler with the authority to have him arrested, and worse: “One did not lightly, even by implication, issue a direct challenge to a son of Herod the Great.”
  I think it is now clear that the entire encounter with the chief priests was occurring within a royal context, and Jesus’ use of a king in his parable could only intensify that context for his audience.

.  We have encountered as we approach the parable another very explicit, very real, king and his son.  The concerns of Jesus’ audience are very real and very immediate.  They suspect that Jesus is directly challenging a sitting ruler and is working his way up to a full-scale revolution.   There is no doubt that the priests’ first inclination would be to identify the king of the parable with the king that now sat in Jerusalem.
  They will not be listening to the parable to hear an abstract reflection on kingship or eschatology.  Their concern is what will happen today and at most tomorrow, and what Jesus will say now to put these events into motion: meanwhile the flesh and blood king is doing his own worrying not so far away,. The priests question Jesus the next day, as soon as he enters the Temple.  Jesus is not only commenting on his earlier action when he delivers his parables, he is engaging in a successor action at the same symbolic spot.  He is acting out the authority the priests are asking him about.

Is there anything in Jesus’ remarks about the parable’s king that would suggest to the audience that Jesus was in fact referring to the king the priests acknowledge and serve?  The wedding banquet is clearly the central feature of the entire parable.  It is so important that it almost becomes a character unto itself.  Even the king himself seems to be serving it, rather than the banquet serving him, at times.  Was there a wedding in the history of the Herodian dynasty that had such real and/or symbolic importance that it would continue to be associated with any member of the Herodian dynasty, up to and including here this day at the Temple?  If so, would it jump off the page at the audience, so to speak?

Herod the Great was the founder of the Herodian dynasty.  He was named king by the Romans while in exile, because Antony informed the Senate that “it was for their (the Romans) advantage in the Parthian war that Herod should be king.”
  Herod was surprised by the Roman’s choice of him because he felt it much more likely that they would have bestowed the kingdom on his wife-to-be’s brother, who was not only Jewish but of the Hasmonean royal line.  (When Herod becomes king he “took care to have slain” his royal nephew. [14:388]) Were it not for the Rome’s patronage Herod would only be, in the words of Antigonus, the ruler of Jerusalem, “…no more than a private man and an Idumean, i.e., a half Jew….” (14: 403)

Herod at this point of the story holds a curious kind of kingship.  He has been named king of Judea in Rome, but he has yet to rule a day in Jerusalem.  Herod was certainly never lacking in initiative, so he makes his way by military campaign to the very walls of Jerusalem. He is met by opposition, but instead of loosing his army on the city he pleads…

…that he came for the good of the people, and for the preservation of the city, and not to bear any old grudge at even his most open enemies, but ready to forget the offenses which his greatest adversaries had done him. (14:402)

Herod’s plea to the people sounds remarkably similar in spirit to the invitation the king extends in the parable:

Tell those that have been invited:  Look, I have prepared my dinner, my oxen and my fat calves have been slaughtered, and everything is ready; come to the wedding banquet. (22:4)

Herod’s situation before the walls of Jerusalem is actually even more analogous, in fact it begins to become identical to, the situation of the king in the parable.  Herod is engaged to, but not yet married to, the granddaughter of the high priest Hyrcanus.
  If Herod can consummate this marriage he will have associated with himself and bestowed upon his son the legitimacy and renown of the Hasmonean royal line.  By the same token, he has been named a king but he has never sat on his throne, leaving his kingship unconsummated as well.  

Herod has a divided kingship which he cannot unify by himself.  He stands before Jerusalem with a large army backed by the power of the greatest empire on earth.  It would have been conceivable that he could attack the city and marry his Hasmonean fiancé.  But the marriage would be a charade and only another stage in the seizure of power.  The legitimacy and accompanying security he sought might forever escape him.  Herod’s reign, much less his dynasty, would have remained perennially vulnerable to the vicissitudes of political and military power in a very risky world.  His son’s only sure inheritance, should he live that long, would be the vagaries and risks of power.
  The son would if anything be even less secure than his father.

How much better then to set aside at least for the moment the attack and make a plea to the people to receive him as king .  If they accept him then the nature of his kingship has changed, and Herod can legitimately say that when he invites his guests to his wedding he is inviting them to his son’s as well.  What is left unsaid but implied is that both parties, Herod and the people of Jerusalem, are also making it possible for the invited guests’ children to be received at a wedding as guests sometime in what will be a more secure future.  

Herod and the people are in a situation of reciprocal need.  No matter how great their differences and how different their individual motivations, they are now in a position of mutual equality founded on reciprocal need.  They could be said to be either in, or on the infinitesimal threshold of, the kingdom of heaven.  A wedding banquet symbolized this mutuality as few things could:  “Those with whom one … shared food and services, and who rendered reciprocal benefits and conferred reciprocal favours were like brothers and were referred to as such.”
  The first favours each had to give were clear:  Herod would call off an imperial army, and the people would welcome him and attend a wedding banquet as guests.

Though Herod has the army it is the people that have been placed in the position of determining the outcome of this encounter.  Herod will, in effect, imitate their behavior, whatever it is: if opposition, then conflict; if welcome, then a first step towards peace.  Herod is the very picture of impetuous desire, a fact the Jews are well aware of.   Josephus relates how, when only a youth of fifteen, Herod was a “youth of great mind” seeking an “opportunity of signalizing his courage,” (14: 159) just as before Jerusalem he was now seeking an opportunity to show he was a king.  Today we would say that he was a uniquely passionate imitator,   driven by his desire to be “great” and seeking an “opportunity to signalize his courage” in order to satisfy his desire.

The opportunity this youth of fifteen found to signalize his courage came about when he heard that Hezekiah, who was the archilestes, the chief of a group of brigands, was in a bordering area of Syria.  Brigands were Zealots, political guerillas who “…were brought together within folk-memory as people…who had acted out of ‘zeal’ for their God.”
  We have a young man with the passion of adolescence acting out of a zeal for his greatness going out to meet a brigand acting out of a zeal for his god. They are going out to meet themselves in the other. 

Herod is victorious over Hezekiah and his followers, and even slays Hezekiah by his own hand.  This produces the desired effect.  The Syrians, happy to be free of the zealots, whom they considered robbers, “…sung songs in his commendation in their villages and cities, as having procured them peace…” (14:160) Of course Herod did not act to bring the Syrians peace; he acted in order to hear somebody sing songs praising him.

Herod’s success has a very predictable mimetic consequence: it produces a mimetic emulator.  Phasaelus, Herod’s brother, had been made governor of Jerusalem by their father.  Josephus writes about Phasaelus as if he were intent on illustrating mimesis:   Phasaelus “…was moved with emulation at his [Herod’s] actions, and envied the fame he had thereby gotten, and became ambitious not to be behindhand with him in deserving it.” (14:161)   In what has to be one the great ironies of the Herodian history, Phasaelus sets out to earn this fame by ruling Jerusalem in a way that the citizens will bear him the “greatest good will”  , and he succeeds, neither abusing his authority nor managing the affairs improperly. (14:161,162) Would it have been prudent to risk that the mimetic forces working on Herod could have led him to rule with the same judiciousness as his brother if the rulers of Jerusalem had responded favorably to his entreaty?

The “chief men of the Jews” have a different perspective on Herod’s personality.  Where we had concluded that his behavior was the predictable outcome of an excess of undisciplined and wide-ranging passionate desire, the Jewish elders concluded that “Herod was a violent and bold man, and very desirous of acting tyrannically.” (14:3) I would say that Herod was very desirous of gratifying whatever desire he had borrowed at the time.

We can now make a more sophisticated analysis of the situation of the people of Jerusalem as they consider Herod’s offer.  They are not just the guardians of Jerusalem, they are the custodians of Herod’s desire, and the two roles have become inextricably intertwined.  Herod is a changeling.  He comes before Jerusalem with an army, but he also desires to be received as a peacemaker.  He can gratify his desire either by the army or by diplomacy: all the more reason he needs another to make his choice for him.

The people of Jerusalem make their choice.  They reject Herod’s offer, which one can symbolically refer to by saying they rejected the chance to go to his wedding and their own relative peace.  Interestingly, Herod appears to reject the wedding along with them; he still does not wed his Hasmonean bride with her promise of legitimacy. The people’s rejection takes the form of a rejection of Herod as unsuitable to rule, using their own internal criteria.  Antigonus, as quoted earlier, speaks for what appears to be the people, but may also be for himself:  it “…would not do justly if they gave the kingdom to Herod, who was no more than a private man, and an Idumean, i.e., a half-Jew, whereas they ought to bestow it on the royal family, as their custom was.” (14: 403) You would think, given that Herod had an army behind him, they would have least asked if his half- Jewishness was half-Jewish empty or half-Jewish full.

The guests in the parable also reject the king’s wedding invitation.  The normal (RSV) translation reads:  “But they made light of it and went away, one to his farm, another to his business, while the rest seized his slaves, mistreated them, and killed them.” (22:5)   Translated this way, it seems as if the bulk of the guests simply ignored the king; their leaving was a continuation of the rudeness they first showed by rejecting the invitation.  It was if they didn’t want to be bothered, they “just got up and left” because nothing here interested them. “Making light of it” does not bring to mind that the guests might be in a critical position where their response is the crucial, all important choice.  Probably the best analogy we have to “making light of” by these guests would be a man making light of the warnings of a sidewalk evangelist as he hurried home, but it turns out the evangelist is right, the man really must make a decision.

“Making light of” is the RSV translation of ameleo.  Ameleo also has as possible meanings “to be negligent, to be careless, to overlook.”  These translations all suggest a breakdown in responsibility, a tendency to ignore the obvious in a way that makes the ultimate responsibility one’s own.  They suggest that one could and should have done something differently.  This is not a judgment made only with the benefit of hindsight; foresight should have seen it and acted on it. 

If this is the correct translation of Jesus’ words then Jesus was certainly saying something different than that these guests were simply lazy and ungrateful.  He was saying that they now had the responsibility, in a very proactive way, or thru a failure of proactivity, to influence what came next.  While they may have begun at the epicenter of the parable alongside the king, they have now become its center.

I have pointed out the army that lies in wait behind Herod, and I have sketched out the character of Herod enough to make it plain he was a dangerous man to ignore.  Certainly to “overlook” either one would be an inexcusable act of “negligence.”   To that extent the people’s historic response to Herod is consistent with the account Jesus gives in the parable.  But Jesus has added another nuance to the danger the people are putting themselves in.   Some return to their farm or their business, no doubt hoping that life will return to normal.  But this is an incredibly naïve hope. They have, in effect, an isolationist mentality.  They will try to take shelter in their farm or business as if farm or business makes it possible for them to manage their contact with the world.  But in their midst, clearly implied by Jesus to be one with the group surveying the wedding, was a third group.  This group will not depend on farm or business to manage their world.  This group “…seized [the kings] slaves, mistreated them, and killed them.  The king was enraged.” (22: 6, 7)  They all, people and king, lost the opportunity to take charge of, to have dominion over rather than be ruled by the passions that are everywhere in the world; it slipped away when the guests turned their back on the wedding, and the king followed them.  

It is likely the guests of the parable thought they could leave the king and any dangers he might present behind.   But this constituted their ultimate act of negligence.  The guests overlooked the dangers they carried among themselves, and will make their “isolationism” particularly perilous.  Jesus refers to those who do not go to house or business as simply “the rest.”  They are the ones who start the visible violence of the parable, but they are not likely to be any more or any less violent than those seeking sanctuary in farm or business.  They are simply less sheltered, less different in their identity, i.e., they have no farm or business to define them, so their violence is more visible.  Since the efforts at peace failed, violence is all they have to do.

Violence soon becomes all anyone in the parable has to do.  The guest-bandits do great violence to the king’s slaves.  This “enrages” the king.  This king appears to be entitled to his rage.  But, if we think back to Herod making his plea before Jerusalem but with his army in tow, we begin to see that the king was waiting to be “enraged.”  The king’s violence is his response to the guest’s withdrawal.  I compare the king’s violence to the guest’s withdrawal rather than to the bandit’s violence for two reasons.  The first is that the banditry is only the “acting out” of the withdrawal.  Banditry is a subset encompassed within the withdrawal that marked the abandoning of the  potential for peace.  The second reason is that the king is a mimetic engine.  If he cannot go one way he will go another, and this rejection determined his direction.  The violence we see from him in the parable is also misleading; it too is part of a larger whole whose fate was “determined” by the withdrawal from peace, i.e., withdrawal from the possibility of reciprocal relationships.  Now, instead of living in the proposed reciprocal relationships, the king and the guests have become two sides, each a violent twin of the other.

The king does not content himself with a “just” retaliation.  He has fallen back on his violence, which was waiting in the wings.  Violence does not concern itself with justice.  Jesus tells us that the king “…destroyed those murderers and burned their city.” The sense we get from the parable is of violence let loose, leaving a scene of utter devastation.  To fully get a sense of this scene we need to think back to the alternative both parties had earlier of the wedding banquet lying in wait for a king and his guests.  They failed to come together there.  Now they find themselves coming together here in one common scene of destruction.  The king is victorious, but can he be satisfied?

If we return to the story of Herod the Great we find a story remarkably similar to the events, and certainly the logic, of the parable.  We find a hint almost immediately of mimetic tension among the rulers of Jerusalem.  Antigonus, whom we quoted earlier, does not just describe Herod’s perceived shortcomings.  He insists that rule of Jerusalem should stay in the royal family, to which he belongs.  But if the people would prefer that he not have the kingdom, then there were “…many others of his family that might by their law take it…and being of the sacerdotal family, it would be an unworthy thing to put them by.” (14:404) Antigonus does not counsel rejection of Herod because he has determined that rejecting Herod offers greater security or that a justice worth dying for demands it.  No, instead he says that having Herod rule would be an insult to the honor of his family.  We can also sense in his remarks that his assessment of Herod has not gotten beyond a perception of Herod as a potential mimetic rival.  Perception being nine-tenths of the law where mimesis is concerned, this means they have become mimetic rivals. 

It would be hard to find a better way to sum up the mindset of the people of Jerusalem at this point than to say they had a fortress version of an isolationist mentality.  They had not completely given up on military initiative.  Apropos of the parable, they began to harass Herod’s forces almost immediately after the “official” rejection by Antigonus.  However they show no inclination to defend themselves by taking the battle to Herod.  They are not really interested in “out there.”  It is their “inside” that they are fascinated with.

We have already been given a peek into what is so precious inside their fortress by the remarks of Antigonus.  He speaks of how “unworthy” it would be to the “sacerdotal family” to “put them by” to make room for Herod.
  In the parable the guests “overlook” the reality of their situation.  People tend to overlook the obvious because their eyes are on something else and not because of a shortage of looking.  Clearly the people of Jerusalem are so obsessed with protecting the integrity of their relationship to the sacred that they will overlook what is required for their most basic protection.  They are willing to sacrifice everything in their world in order to preserve their ability to sacrifice on their altars. 

This portrayal of the people of Jerusalem as being in the grip of a sacrificial fanaticism may seem to be an excessive judgment on my part.  It is however not my judgment at all, but a more or less straightforward description of the facts as Josephus relates them. Herod withdraws from Jerusalem after having been rejected.  When he returns to Jerusalem he seeks no contact with the people.  Instead he straightaway begins to raise his own opposing bulwarks against the city from which he can mount his attack.  The walls of the city were taken in succession.  When there was no recourse left,

…the Jews fled into the inner court of the Temple…but now fearing the Romans should hinder them from offering their daily sacrifices to God, they sent an embassage, and desired that they would only permit them to bring in beasts for sacrifices, which Herod granted, hoping they were going to yield… (14:477) 

There has to be some irony in the fact that the one time Herod and the people of Jerusalem appear to reach any kind of agreement it has to do with sacrifice.  However, even this agreement proves to be illusory.  There has to be an additional irony in that the people were intent on “bringing in animals for sacrifice” when there had been such tremendous sacrifice outside the temple walls. Nevertheless, it turns out that the people had no interest in yielding to Herod as he had hoped.  They are if anything even more resolute in their allegiance to Antigonus.  This rejection in the face of such immediate desire has its predictable affect on Herod.  It is as if the parable and the history have merged:

 …but when he saw that they did nothing of what he supposed, but bitterly opposed him,…he made an assault upon the city, and took it by storm, and now all parts were full of those that were slain, by the rage of the Romans…and the zeal of the Jews that were on Herod’s side…so they were murdered continually in the narrow streets and in the houses by crowds, and as they were flying to the temple for shelter, and there was no pity taken of either infants or the aged, nor…the weaker sex.  (14:480)

Antigonus, formerly to all appearances obsessed with sacred honor, now engages in an incredibly honorable act of self-sacrifice.  He comes down from his citadel and falls down at the feet of Sossius, the Roman general accompanying Herod, and pleads for mercy for the people.  Sossius takes no pity on him, calls him Antigone, insults him, and puts him “into bonds.”  

And what is Herod’s first action, now that he is king inside Jerusalem:

…his care was to govern those foreigners who had been his assistants, for the crowd of strangers rushed to see the temple, and the sacred things in the temple; but the king thinking a victory to be a more severe affliction than a defeat if any of those things which it was not lawful to see should be seen by them, used entreaties…and sometimes even force itself, to restrain them.  (14:482-83)

Is it not ironic, that the factor that arguably led to the destruction of the people of Jerusalem, the desire to protect the priestly economy and the Temple system, is the first thing Herod sets out to protect?  And can we not help but notice that the first thing Jesus does in order to inaugurate his kingdom is the exact opposite of both the resident Jews of Jerusalem and the conquering Herod; Jesus deliberately disrupted the functioning of the sacrificial apparatus of the Temple.  

Parable and history have come together in a mass scene of undifferentiated destruction.  Herod was concerned with maintaining the sanctity of sacrifice in a city littered with corpses and lying in waste.  Jesus tells us of a king obsessed with completing a wedding in a wedding hall filled with what are essentially prisoners for guests while a city burns behind them.    Parable and history have gone from paralleling each other to intersecting with each other at a final common denominator of undifferentiated violence seeking a way to restrain itself.  The victors have conquered by the sword but each victory offers as its only immediate fruit a sacrificial crisis.  Now the victors are seeking a way to put the swords back into their sheaths.  Resting them on an altar is one possibility.

Rene Girard has observed how hard it is for language to do justice to a sacrificial crisis.  Our temptation is to manage our understanding of the crisis by camouflaging it in an “anecdotal history” on the one hand, or as a mythology populated by a “visitation of monsters and grotesques” on the other.
  Jesus has yielded to neither temptation in the parable, and it is to the parable that we have to turn to find a clear view of the crisis the “anecdotal history” acknowledges but cannot name.

Jesus’ parable has followed a clearly defined course.  The two parties, king and guests, began their relationship with an invitation which represents the possibility of reciprocal and mutual relationship.  Simple acceptance of the invitation will usher in this reality.  This could truly be said to be “like” the kingdom of heaven.  The guests reject the invitation, but this rejection is more than a simple act of rudeness in declining an invitation.  Their rejection is an act of negligence, either as an act of naiveté at best, or as an act of selfishness at worst.  A mimetic diagnosis would point to the guests’ naiveté in thinking they could maintain their differentiated state – made tangible vis-à-vis  the king -  by turning away from the king and turning inward instead.  The guests have within their midst an easily undifferentiated force, called simply and naturally “the rest,” that will quickly take its cue from the withdrawal and seek out rivalry with the king in lieu of relationship.

The king possesses no immunity to mimetic contagion.  Just the opposite, now faced with a challenge from a mimetic rival, the king willingly enters the rivalry and escalates the conflict.  Jesus tells us: “The king was enraged.  He sent his troops, destroyed those murderers, and burned their city.” (22: 7)  Perhaps it was all well and good and fitting to destroy the murderers, but was it a sense of Justice or the king’s rage unleashed that led him to allow his troops to burn the city?  Fire is worse than battle because it consumes everything indiscriminately.  Jesus’ reference to fire is a reference to a world consumed by rage and made one in devastation. 

The parable began with a differentiated but vulnerable world.  The guests, who seem to be the crucial agents in the parable, depend upon and exploit the differentiation of their world, even in their rejection of the invitation which represents the future ability to maintain a stable world.  They are free to come and go, they have different choices with different destinations, and the king is secure enough to offer himself as a choice, a destination.  The guests of course “went away,” and now what was their home is this scene of devastation that has become the common destiny for everyone.  But there is a hint of a suggestion in the parable, located not in any one word but in the cumulative effect, that the city the king ordered burned is, like Herod in Jerusalem, his own.  Mimetic rage plays no favorites, not even oneself.

The king’s world has fallen into extreme disorder, which requires extreme measures.  The king takes the extraordinary measure of beginning again the process of staging the wedding.  But this is not the same wedding as the one he first proposed.  The first was marked by invitation and mutuality.  The guests for this wedding are rounded up in the streets by slaves.  There is a reader’s suspicion that the “guests” are in the streets because their homes are burning and they have no other place to be. 

Jesus’ portrayal of this wedding illustrates one point with two traits.  Beginning with the traits, the first is to show explicitly the crisis the world  has now come to.  It is, of course, the state of undifferentiated crisis.  The king tells his slaves to “invite,” but it is clear that they understand him to be saying “Seize”:  “Those slaves went out into the streets and gathered all whom they found, both good and bad…” (22: 10)  The second trait is that the king’s determination to use the wedding to reorder his world.  Good and bad will now mean something new.  Before the crisis, good and bad meant good and bad as discerned in a differentiated world.  Good and bad have now been thrown together, in order to serve  the new purpose the wedding is serving:  “…so the wedding hall was filled with guests.”  (22: 10)  Good and bad will now be the good and bad determined by the new order that will emerge from the wedding.  The first wedding banquet was an invitation to relationship and an opportunity to live without sacrificial mechanisms.  This second wedding will define relationships as subservient to the order it serves and will structure relationships on the basis of the need to manage sacrificial crises.  

The parable has fulfilled both promises we want it to make about “being like” the kingdom of heaven.  It begins with a glimpse of what the opportunity to enter the kingdom of heaven “looks like,” and it then follows a relentless logic to show us what the kingdom of heaven can become instead, i.e., what it can be “made like.”  It is remarkable that the parable can begin with so auspicious a beginning and come to so devastating a situation and never need to step outside itself.  The same characters making decisions about more or less the same thing are the source of such incredible change. No one in the parable can claim to be any more the victim of another than they can fail to acknowledge responsibility for themselves.  Perhaps in this way the parable remains faithful to the kingdom of heaven it sets out to portray.

One of my fundamental points is that the parable is also faithful to an “anecdotal history” and that the audience of the parable will experience recognizable anecdotes in the events of the parable. I also suggest that the audience will be pre-loaded to look for references to Herod in references to a king, particularly since they anticipate Jesus’ speech is a preface to a confrontation.   I have suggested that there is a structural and a “spiritual” similarity between Herod’s entreaty to the rulers of Jerusalem and the wedding banquet the king proposes in the parable.  The fundamentalist reader may still insist that if I am to so radically depart from the accepted reading of the parable I should supply a literal, appropriate, and well-known wedding from Herod’s life if I propose to introduce him into the parable.

I pointed out that when Herod first approached Jerusalem he had a fiancé waiting in the wings.  He had taken as his fiancé the granddaughter of Hyrcanus, the High Priest of the Temple, and a descendant of the Hasmonean line, the most prestigious in all of Judea.  I proposed that we could envision their wedding as the culmination and symbol of the political reconciliation that could have occurred if Herod’s offer had been accepted.  Herod’s offer was rejected, and he then came to Jerusalem a second time.  This time he makes no effort to negotiate with the people.  Instead he immediately proceeds to begin military preparations, bringing his army “…near that part of the wall where it could be most easily assaulted, he pitched that camp before the Temple….” (14:465-66). And now, clearly intent on battle, what does Herod do:  “…even while the army lay before the city, he himself went to Samaria, to complete his marriage, and to take to wife [the granddaughter of Hyrcanus], for he had betrothed her already….” (14:467)  

I think it very likely that Herod would come to mind, and I also think it very likely that his marriage on the eve of the battle by which he conquered Jerusalem would be a part of the popular imagination.  In fact, given the parable’s immediate reference to a king and a wedding banquet, the thought of Herod’s pre-battle marriage would be more likely to have been the first association anyone made with the parable’s wedding banquet setting.
  This makes the parable’s focus on the guests as the crucial actors and particularly the reference to them as “ameleo” all the more understandable and important.  Jesus presumably has in his audience not just those who fear his challenge to the established order; he also likely has a second audience which has been awaiting a challenge to that order.  Both are looking for vindications of their position, and Jesus allows neither to find it at the expense of the other.  

Why would Herod leave an army on the eve of battle to finalize a marriage?  I pointed out that the parable’s king was not immune to mimetic contagion.  Herod the Great was a man of considerable sophistication, even if he was impetuous, tyrannical etc.  He was sophisticated enough to realize the wisdom of having legitimacy precede his conquering.  In this he remained consistent with the logic of his actions when he had attempted diplomacy.  Marriage would shelter him and to some extent elevate him above the mimetic passions that will inevitably permeate the city.  Were he to marry inside the city following the battle the marriage would appear to be a spoil of war.  It was better to marry early and offstage in order to keep the incipient dynasty as separate as possible from the associations that made it possible. Much of Jesus’ audience would be wondering if Jesus would be bringing those associations back to the forefront. Jesus had the option of  using the marriage reference as a carefully coded but generally understood reference to what he perceived to be the illegitimacy of the Herodian regime.  This of course would then be the prelude to a rebellion in which the illegitimate Herodian dynasty would be replaced by Israel’s legitimate rulers.  It would also be a return to the world of strife the parable presents so clearly.  Everyone was so fixated on having Jesus either claim them as their patron via the parable or have their opposition to him vindicated by the parable that no one could hear what Jesus was actually saying in the parable, which was that once we forsake the kingdom of heaven conflict will make us indistinguishable from each other.  

Kings shall shut their mouths because of him…

…yet we accounted him stricken 

The parable now appears to undergo a radical change in perspective.  Up until this point the parable has narrated action on a grand stage.  Failures in cross-border diplomacy led to a massive battle on a battlefield that encompasses an entire city and results in the wholesale devastation of that city.  Then, suddenly, -- the king might say ‘finally’ -- we are in the wedding hall and the king is preoccupied with a single, solitary man.  This change in venue is so sudden and so dramatic that it is easy to understand why there is a significant consensus that this second act, so to speak, is actually a second parable grafted onto the first by an early redactor.

One clue to whether or not this new venue represents a post-Jesus redaction is to look at the historical antecedent that I have suggested Jesus and the crowd both have in mind as they listen to the parable.  Is there an incident in the historical record that would make it possible for Jesus to have included this second act in his original parable as told there at the Temple that day?  In fact, there is such a precedent, and I have already referred to it, the sudden surrender of himself by Antigonus to the Roman general Sossius, with a plea for mercy for the people of Jerusalem.
  This is the same Antigonus who had counseled rejection of Herod at the very beginning of our tale because acceptance of Herod would be an insult to the sacerdotal and royal families.   I pointed out that this rejection was the equivalent of rejecting the invitation to the wedding banquet in the parable.  Now he offers himself , according to Josephus, “…without any regard to either his past or present circumstances…,” (14:481) which is to say, he manages a complete conversion from his past attitudes.

His plea is totally without effect.  Sossius “…put him into bonds.” (14:481)  After the defeat of Jerusalem Sossius intended to take Antigonus as a prisoner back to Rome.  But this causes Herod great anxiety because he is afraid of the possibility that Antigonus “…might get his cause to be heard by the senate, and might demonstrate, as he was himself of the royal blood, and Herod but a private man that therefore it belonged to his sons …to have the kingdom…” (14:489)  Herod therefore pays a tribute to Antony to have Antigonus slain:

…Antony ordered Antigonus the Jew to be brought to Antioch, and there to be beheaded; and this Antony seems to me to be the very first man who beheaded a king, as supposing he could no other way bend the minds of the Jews so as to receive Herod, whom he had made king in his stead; for by no torments could they be forced to call him king, so great a fondness they had for their former king, so he thought that this dishonorable death would diminish the value they had for Antigonus’s memory, and would at the same time diminish the hatred they bare to Herod.  (15:9-10)   

The following points, each of which has a correspondence in the parable, jump out at us.  The first is that the death of Antigonus clearly is part of a larger whole that includes not only the battle but the entire dispute over kingship. This would argue for a textual unity between the first and second sections of the parable.  Second, the dispute about legitimacy of kingship was pervasive.  Third, and extremely important for my interpretation of the parable, the question about legitimacy is placed in the context of the sons, i.e., Herod fears that Antigonus’s sons will be recognized as the legitimate heirs. What this most likely meant was that Herod recognized that the Romans were practical, not ideological, rulers, and if they felt Judea, now that it was more securely theirs, would be easier to rule and the people more content if a legitimate Hasmonean heir ruled, then so be it.  In any case, just as I suggested in my interpretation of the parable, Herod would focus on his son’s wedding because the son’s ability to have a wedding had enormous implications for Herod’s own security.
  Fourth, not even a simple death for Antigonus is sufficient for Herod’s needs.  Antigonus must be dishonored.  He is bound, carried to Rome, and in a most remarkable death, so remarkable that even pagan observers comment on it, Antigonus is beheaded.  The parable has its analog to Antigonus’s death in the king’s order that the unrobed man be thrown “into the outer darkness, where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth.”  This is not just a death; this is a death made to bear the face of oblivion.  Oblivion is certainly Herod’s desire for Antigonus.  Fifth, we have seen Herod as king swing from one extreme to another, from a peace-seeking diplomat to a paranoid tyrant.  This too has its analog in the parable.  And finally, as a point unto itself, while not a point we can confidently include in our interpretation of the parable, we cannot help but notice the shared political realities between the death of Antigonus and the death of Jesus.  

But we must also acknowledge the fundamental difference between the death of Antigonus and the death of Jesus.  Antigonus’s life, and especially his death, follows the classic outline of tragedy. The legacy of his death, like that of many other martyrs, and probably contrary to any intention Antigonus had for his death, served primarily to incite and maintain passion.  The partisans’ reverence for Antigonus is directly proportional to their feeling of self-righteousness for their cause.  The actual circumstances of his death slip beneath the horizon, to be replaced by the symbolism of his death.  More precisely, his death could be used as a symbol to rally around.  

Jesus makes the introduction and the death of the unrobed man the most visible act in the parable.   The unrobed man certainly becomes the focus of the king’s attention, and our attention naturally follows the king’s concerns.  The unrobed man has so large a claim on the king’s attention because he appears to unite in one place, and defy as one man, all the king’s obsessions: the wedding banquet and guests who are willing celebrate the wedding.  The normal reading of the parable understands the king’s obsession and justifies the king’s reaction to this man.  The unrobed man is seen as the most reprobate in a long line of reprobates. It was one thing to oppose the king on their own ground, as many of those now gathered in the hall once did, but this man has dared to bring his opposition to the king inside the hall where it threatens to corrupt the king’s banquet. Even if he failed to wear a robe out of neglect – a concept whose relevance we have already explored – it does not excuse the fact that his unrobed presence may incite the guests, who are probably unstable enough as it is.

The potential of inciting the crowd has brought before us another nuance of this part of the parable and another role the unrobed man may be playing.  This crowd “gathered” together in the wedding hall is very likely to be an unstable crowd.  Just a few moments before they were among the instigators, and are now the victims, of a huge crisis of undifferentiation.  The wedding, no matter which reading we subscribe to, represents an effort to re-differentiate this crowd into a cohesive group.  The king probably feels this need more acutely than anybody.  There is no better way to accomplish this than by sacrifice. Were we reading this story as a myth instead of a parable we would not hesitate to identify the king’s sudden fixation on the unrobed man as choosing a victim for a sacrifice.  The king sees the man almost as soon as he enters the room, making it seem as if the king was looking for him or someone like the unrobed man even before he entered the room.  It is entirely possible, perhaps likely, that Jesus drew upon mythical and sacrificial behavior to construct the identities of the characters of his parables.  The king’s subsequent behavior certainly could be described as sacrificial.  The slaves are ordered to “Bind him had and foot.”  This is at least a close approximation to how a sacrificial victim would be bound. The next instruction to throw him into the outer darkness strongly resembles the expulsion of the scapegoat, whose expulsion must be complete if the cure he represents is to be effective.   

The parable seems to be tempting us as well to take a sacrificial attitude towards the king’s victim.  The victim appears dumb, in both senses of the English word, which are themselves best summed up by the single sense of the Southern expression “He’s plain ol’ dumb.”  The victim appears to personify the apotheosis of “dumbness” that the original guests manifested when they left the king and his invitation behind.  He also appears to be dumb in the sense of passive.  He is apparently so passive he cannot even speak for himself  .  It is possible that the unrobed man was unrobed out of defiance, but even if it was defiance it took a strangely passive form.  We are left with a picture of a passionate king having to deal with the last and most frustrating remnant of a negligent and wayward people.


I propose only one change in this picture we tend to have of the parable.  Actually, the picture itself can stay the same.  All we need to change is one assumption.  I described the victim as personifying the “apotheosis,” that is to say, the extreme, of dumbness. I suggest we credit the victim with intentionality and take him literally, if not at his unheard word, then at his actions.  I propose we view the victim’s meeting with the king as intentional and done with foresight, and not accidental or through negligence.  To say the victim “personified” the “apotheosis” of “dumbness” now means the victim intentionally took as his personhood the ‘dumbness’ of the people, and then bore this vicarious personhood before the king in an apotheotic, i.e., godlike way.  When viewed in this way our victim now holds out the promise of being understood as the “suffering servant.”  

There are at least three strands of the “suffering servant” tradition that Jesus could have drawn upon:  the tradition of the Maccabean martyrs; the closely allied visions of Daniel; and the fundamental source for these and probably all other references to the “suffering servant,” the servant songs of Isaiah, particularly Isaiah 52 and 53.  All share as a common denominator the belief that Israel will have servants whose “…sufferings will have the effect of drawing on to themselves the sufferings of the nation as a whole, so that the nation may somehow escape.”
  In Isaiah’s suffering servant verses the servant takes on the infirmity or the disease at the heart of the people’s suffering, and it is these verses that we will use to understand Jesus’ portrayal of the unrobed guest.

The final act of the parable portrays a people in great suffering.  They have clearly suffered through the death of family and comrades and have suffered devastating loss of their family and homes.  The proximate cause of their suffering was their mismanagement of their relationship with the king, specifically their failure to attend the wedding banquet.  They are now further endangered by the enormous instability that surrounds them and which magnifies the risk already presented by a near-tyrannical king.  Should one wish to take onto himself and bear for the people the infirmities and suffering of the people, what would he do now?  He would go be with the people at the banquet at the wedding hall, but he would not go to the wedding banquet in the wedding hall.  He would imitate the people’s failure to respond to the king’s wedding invitation and by this imitation make himself the focus of the king’s wrath.  He would come but he would come not wearing a wedding robe..  Now, in the midst of all these people who are suffering here and now because they had failed to come here earlier, the unrobed man comes into their midst and takes their suffering onto himself by becoming the “one not there.”  The king’s wrath, which we soon see has not been spent, will fall on the unrobed man.  The unrobed man will become the unquestionable victim.

There is a very simple word to describe what the victim did by coming to the wedding unrobed.  He imitated the sin of the people, by which I mean he imitated that mis-step which kept them out of the kingdom of heaven.  Virtually everyone in the wedding hall had engaged in the same mimetic imitation.  This spiraling of imitation is what had gotten out of control, to the point that the king had been drawn into the same cycle of imitation.  The king’s position only appears different because he has more slaves whose imitation he can control and who give him more concentrated power.  The unrobed man imitates their sin, their misdirected imitation, but he imitates in a way which guarantees he only imitates their victimhood.  He stays separate from their own out of control imitating, even though it is their sin-suffering that he imitates.  He puts himself in their place at the time when they themselves are suffering as victims, and he interrupts their victimhood by making himself the victim for all, both king and people.

There are two passages in Isaiah I would like to consider in the light of my interpretation.  The first is simply an eloquent and concise summary of Isaiah’s image of the suffering servant:

…He was despised and we held him of no account/ Surely he has borne our infirmities and carried our diseases/ yet we accounted him stricken, struck down by God and afflicted/ But he was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities/ upon him was the punishment that made us whole….we have all turned to our own way, and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.  (53: 3-6)

There is nothing that forces the reader to accept that this description of the suffering servant applies to the unrobed man of Jesus’ parable.  There is one point on which all interpretations of the unrobed man’s character do ironically agree with Isaiah:  “…he was despised and we held him of no account.”  I would also point out that “…we have all turned to our own way…” describes a mimetic phenomenon par excellence, complete with the illusion that what we are choosing is our own.

There is one allusion to Isaiah’s suffering servant passage in the parable that is very explicit yet very subtle, but to read it as such requires that we make a concession in the way we read the parable.  The king enters the wedding hall to see the guests, and then almost immediately notices the man who is not wearing a wedding robe:  “…and he said to him, ‘Friend, how did you get in here without a wedding robe?  And he was speechless.”  It is generally understood that the he that is speechless is the unrobed man.  The context appears to be making clear that the answer the unrobed man gave to the question was “speechlessness.”  Adding corroboration to this reading is that there appears to be no other opportunity for the unrobed man to rely to the question.  There is no doubt that this reading coheres very strongly.

There is however another equally consistent formula in the parable that is relevant to the correct understanding of the interchange between the king and the unrobed man.  Every single occurrence of “he” or “his” in the parable except this one, if this one is an exception, refers to the king.  “He” used as a reference to the king is used prominently right up until the incident in question:  “he noticed,” “he said,” and then, “And then he was speechless.”  The passage coheres just as well if we read it as describing the king as speechless.  The king’s speechlessness here when he sees the unrobed man is the structural parallel to his rage when his slaves were murdered.  Speechlessness is an elaboration on the effect the unrobed man had on the king.  Seen this way we no longer see the king as fully in control of the situation.  The unrobed man has startled him just enough to make him lose his equilibrium for a moment.  The king then regains his equilibrium in the time-honored way:  he orders a sacrifice.

This reading would deserve attention on its own merits, but it is even more important if we are trying to relate this parable to the suffering servant of Isaiah.  Isaiah 52, which is in the very heart of the suffering servant section, has the following passage:

Just as there were many that were astonished at him….so he shall startle any nations/ kings shall shut their mouths because of him… (52: 14, 15; italics mine)

       The significance for the parable is obvious if we are willing to accept that the parable is referring to the king when it refers to speechlessness.  But even if we were to only recognize the unrobed guest as speechless, we would still find confirmation of the suffering servant motif.  By far the greatest emphasis in Isaiah is on the speechlessness of the suffering servant.  “He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth” (53:7) is but one example of several that could be quoted.  All describe the situation and the behavior of the man who becomes the king’s victim in the parable.

I think it is at this point that we need to explicitly remind ourselves that we are interpreting a parable.  Parables have their own complexity and follow their own rules, if for no other reason that Jesus was making points not normally made in places where they were not normally heard.  Under these circumstances I think it quite reasonable to accept that “speechlessness” refers to both the king and the unrobed man.  It is a primary point of the parable that no one can contest that these two have been brought together into a most extraordinary relationship in a most extraordinary way.

If the man without a wedding garment is in fact a reference to the suffering servant, then the suffering servant has put us in a position to understand the answer Jesus gave to the chief priests and elders.  The chief priest actually asked Jesus two questions.  The first was, “By what authority are you doing these things?”  The answer, probably different from any answer they had conceived of, was the authority of the suffering servant.  The priests, and a great many others, expected Jesus to lead a revolution.  Jesus now tells them that instead of a revolution he will take onto himself the violence that already rules their lives.

Jesus’ answer, that he will “suffer their violence,” leads as naturally to their next question as their own anxious calculating had led the priests to asking it.  They ask “Who gave you this authority?” The answer is one of the great insights and one of the great ironies of the gospel.  The answer is, you did, and you are, “by virtue of” the persistence of the violence you have practiced “since the foundation of the world” and which you intend for me, Jesus, now.  The suffering servant receives his authority by taking onto himself the violence, the sins, and the suffering of others.  He is called into being by a broken world.

There are at least two other antecedent passages in Matthew that refer to this parable.  I cannot do justice to either here, except to briefly comment on their relevance to my reading of this parable.  The first is Matthew 11:12: “From the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven has suffered violence, and the violent take it by force.”  This is no parable, this is an out and out proclamation, and what it proclaims is that the “kingdom of heaven suffers violence.”  The king is as involved in taking by violence as he is in suffering violence.  Only the victim at the end “suffers” violence.

The second Matthean precedent is much more surprising.  I went to considerable length to show that it was possible that the general audience of this parable would understand it as a reference to Herod the Great.  Among the traits noticed would have been anxiety about the security of his kingship, self-promotion, and a readiness to resort to violence.  Skeptical readers might question whether or not these were developed themes in first-century Palestine (or so ubiquitous as to prove nothing.).  I would answer this by pointing out that the Matthean birth narrative has amazing correspondences to the wedding banquet parable.  The Wise Men want to celebrate a king’s birth, just as the king wants to celebrate his son’s, a king-to-be’s, wedding.  The king is named Herod.  Herod indicates that he wants to celebrate a king’s birth, when in fact he wants to eliminate a competitor.  These Wise Men do not overlook the king’s real intentions, so they do not return to the king with information about the child.  The unwise men of the parable negligently overlook what the king’s invitation really represents.  And the saddest and most glaring similarity of all, when the king’s instructions are ignored and his desires frustrated, he orders an incredible orgy of violence.

I have pointed out several times that Jesus had an audience of at least two parties, each at odds with the other.  The first audience was the chief priests and elders, who were representatives of the ruling powers.  These powers were afraid that Jesus would lead a rebellion.  The second group was that large group that eagerly awaited the rebellion that they anticipated Jesus leading.

There was also a third group: the disciples of Jesus.  They were not immune to the gravitational pull of either group in general, or the attraction exerted by the conflict between the groups in particular.  But in the end, which was also the beginning, they are drawn into neither group and speak freely to both.  The apostles always stressed that they spoke only about what they had heard and seen.  Peter very early in Acts returns to the Temple, to Solomon’s Portico, and says to the crowd what I have suggested he first heard Jesus say only a short time before when Jesus had declared his authority in the Temple:

And now friends, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did also your rulers.  In this way God fulfilled what he had foretold through all the prophets, that his Messiah would suffer.    Acts 3:17, 18  
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