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Based on Matthew 21:33-46 and Matthew 22:1-14 

 Who here likes the story Animal Farm?  Animal Farm is a story written by 

George Orwell about life on a farm.  On this particular farm, the animals come to the 

conclusion that the human farmers do very little of the real work and yet they take all of 

the produce.  It is the animals who pull the ploughs, haul things, lay eggs, get 

slaughtered.  So the animals as a group stage a revolt, kick the farmers out, and take 

control of the farm.  In the early days of new management the animals all share in the 

work and they share in the profits.  But as the story evolves, some animals - in this case 

the pigs - decide that they are smarter and should therefore do more of the the thinking 

and less of the physical labour.  Over time the pigs come to believe that they should be 

privileged and get most of the produce for their own use.  The pigs move into the farm 

house, give lots of orders, and spend their days eating and drinking.  The pigs come to 

expect the other farm animals to do all the work, while they do no work themselves.  The 

pigs in fact become duplicates of the original human farmers. 

 So - how are we to understand the story, Animal Farm.  What’s it really about.  I 

suggest that there are at least 3 ways to hear the story.   

 One way to hear the story is literally, in which case the story is about animals 

taking over a farm.  We would probably classify that as fiction, but the plot is interesting, 

the characters are compelling.  It's good drama! 

 Another way to hear the story is metaphorically.  We can hear the story and 

imagine ourselves as characters in the story, and we can examine our own feelings.   

Heard in that way, the story is not about animals at all.  If we sympathize with the farmer, 

the story might be about betrayal and dealing with people who don't appreciate the hard 

work that we do.  If we sympathize with the pigs, the story might be about the loneliness 

that comes with leadership.  If we sympathize with the other animals, the story might be 
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about how easy it is to become that which we most hate and fear ourselves. 

 Another way to hear the story is the way that the author probably intended, 

because Animal Farm was written as an analog to the Russian Revolution in 1917-1918.  

The farm itself represents Russia.  The farmer represents the last Tsar of Russia.  

Napoleon - one of the most obnoxious pigs - represents Stalin.  Snowball - one of the 

reasonable pigs - represents Trotsky.  Boxer - the workhorse - represents the working 

class.  The sheep represent the masses.  I won’t give you the complete character list, but 

suffice it to say that most - or all - of the characters can be mapped onto figures or groups 

that were important to the Russian Revolution. 

 So - of the 3 ways to read the story - which one is right?  Is it a story about 

animals?  Is it an invitation to explore our own feeling?  Is it an opportunity to learn some 

history?  Or, perhaps that's the wrong question.  In my mind a better question is, what's 

the most helpful way to read the story?  Which brings us to the readings from Matthew. 

 How are we to read those two stories?  Well, let’s start with the three ways we read 

Animal Farm and see where that takes us. 

 Take a literal reading of those two parables in Matthew.  If we read them literally, 

the stories are parables with very little detail.  The images presented - for example a street 

person being thrown out of a party for not being dressed properly are not particularly 

uplifting - or for that matter, not even that interesting.  Unlike Animal Farm, these are not 

“good” drama.  A literal reading of these two parables isn’t really worth reading. 

 What about a metaphorical reading?  That should be productive, particularly since 

both stories we read are labelled as “parables”.  And yet, strangely, a metaphorical 

reading doesn't really generate any traction.  These parables that claim to illustrate the 

kingdom of God are disturbing, not hopeful.  What is going on here? 

 Perhaps the secret is in the third reading - looking on the parables as analogs, 

parallels to the unspoken story of what was happening in the community in those days.  

Just as Animal Farm is an analog to the Russian Revolution, perhaps these parables are 

analogs to the reality that was facing the early Christian community. 

 We need to remember that at the time, the Jewish temple in Jerusalem was 
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important to Jewish people.  We also need to remember that Matthew’s gospel was 

written not long after the Romans destroyed that temple in the year 70 CE.  In classical 

Jewish theology, bad things happen when the people are not faithful to God.  The author 

of Matthew may well have thought that the destruction of the temple was because of such 

unfaithfulness.  In the words of Shelley Douglass, “The classic answer for the Hebrew 

people was that destruction was the fruit of disobedience. Therefore, Matthew says, 

contemporary Jewish people were punished for what?  For not accepting Jesus.”   Also at 1

that time, the followers of Jesus was evolving from a Jewish sect to a new group that 

included non-Jewish members, it was turning into something else - the early Christian 

community.  These two developments are embedded in our two parables. 

 In the first parable, The landowner - God - gives the land to his chosen people, but 

after they reject God’s messengers, and God’s son, Jesus, God kicks the original people 

out and replaces them with new, faithful, people.  This is the analog to the early Christian 

community feeling that they were now God’s “new” chosen people.  And the same thing 

happens in the second parable.  The people originally invited to the banquet - the 

Hebrews - don’t care enough to come to the party, so God invites new people - the new 

early Christian community - to the great banquet.  According to my Orthodox Bible, the 

Church father “St. John Chrysostom teaches [in this parable] that Christ is prophesying 

the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans in AD 70, and thus attributes this destruction 

to an act of God rather than simply to that of men.  Nevertheless, God showed his 

patience by waiting some 40 years from the time of Christ, giving an entire generation a 

chance to repent.”  2

 Many people have told me they find these two parables confusing, and perhaps 

now we can better discuss why that is:  A literal reading is not interesting.  A 

metaphorical reading is not helpful, and the analog reading doesn’t make any sense for 

our community today, since our reality is so different from that of the early Christian 

community in Palestine. 
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 So - instead of all that thinking, let’s just reflect on the joys of a wedding banquet 

or indeed a Thanksgiving dinner, and the idea that we are more blessed when we invite 

more people to the party.  Besides, if you invite strangers into your home to share your 

table with you - you never know who you might meet. 

 Here's a story of one such person.  This person was born in the US, out of 

wedlock to a Muslim father and a mother of German and Swiss background.  Because his 

parents were not married and this was the 1950’s, he was put up for adoption.  He 

managed to get into college but dropped out after a single semester.  At that point, he 

lived sleeping on the floor in friends’ apartments, and making food money by returning 

pop bottles.  He ate one free meal every week at a Hare Krishna temple.  When he finally 

secured a technical job at Atari, he saved up his money for a spiritual retreat to India.  He 

eventually made it to the Kainchi Ashram in India for a spiritual encounter.  Later on, he 

returned to the United States as a Buddhist, with a shaved head and dressed in traditional 

Indian attire.  He also experimented with LSD during this time, and credited his 

psychedelic experiences as among the most important experiences in his life. 

 This person - at various times in his life - was adopted, homeless, hungry, a 

pauper, and an enthusiastic drug user.  Does that sound like someone you know?  Does 

that sound like someone you might invite to your Thanksgiving meal this year?  And yet, 

if you open your door, your table, and your heart to such people, you never know who 

you might meet.  In this particular case, if you had invited this person into your home you 

might now be selling your book about how you knew Steve Jobs before he co-founded 

Apple Computers and became one of the most influential people in the world. 

 And so, on this day of Thanksgiving, what is our response to Jesus’s continuing 

invitation to God’s banquet table?  Are we too proud - or too busy - to be with the 

crippled, the blind, and the lame who eat with Jesus?  Who do we invite to share God’s 

banquet with us?  Who did you invite to share your Thanksgiving meal this year? 

!
Amen.
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