
Playground 
Politics 
Have you ever felt left out by your 
peers? Treated as if you weren’t 
good enough by those who’s 
approval you wanted most? Most of 
us know how the story goes 
because we have been on one side 
or the other of playground politics. 
But don’t be fooled, it happens 
beyond the playground, in 
classrooms, churches, and places of 

employment, often with teachers, pastors, or employers as the prime 
instigators. 

On the playground, there is a game always going on somewhere. There are 
the cool kids who are really good at the game, who know all of the right 
moves and all of the right answers. Then there are the unchosen: those who 
are slow-witted, no good, unfit, unskilled. If the unchosen finally do get to 
join, it can be even worse, resulting in ridicule or name-calling. It might be 
better said that the unchosen are the ones who have been chosen to be the 
bearers of ridicule and violence. We all know why this is. Those who are 
slow-witted, unfit, and unskilled are also those who are easiest to abuse. 

A common misperception about bullying is that it is about a big kid 
punching on a little kid. But the truth is, bullying is a mindset which creates 
a dangerous environment that the entire community participates in. It is the 
endorsement of a wider outlook on the world that believes that some people 
belong and others do not. For many, it’s even embedded in their theology. 

Unfortunately, some brands of Christianity teach that God is like this. God 
chooses only a few. For whatever reason, the rest of us don’t fit in. We are 
those who God will cast out. We don’t know how to play the game, we are 
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Bullying and 
Suicide 
Suicide is the third 
leading cause of 
death among young 
people, resulting in 
about 4,400 deaths 
per year, according 
to the CDC. For 
every suicide 
among young 
people, there are at 
least 100 suicide 
attempts. Over 14 
percent of high 
school students 
have considered 
suicide, and almost 
7 percent have 
attempted it. 

Bully victims are 
between 2 to 9 
times more likely to 
consider suicide 
than non-victims, 
according to studies 
by Yale University. 

www.bullyingstatistics.org/
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slow-witted and unfit. When it is all over…beware! I can hear the voices in my head now: “Oh, the 
fires of hell are ready for you if you don’t shape up and come to Jesus!” 

Our passage this week is another one of Jesus’ parables about the reign of heaven, and it is aimed 
directly at undoing religious bullying. It is about a wedding banquet, and it has all of the pieces of a 
story about playground politics. There are those who are chosen and those who are left out. And in 
the end, one of the guests is thrown “into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping and 
gnashing of teeth” (Mt 22:13). Without reading beyond the surface and paying attention to its 
context, the god in the text can be made to look an awful lot like a big bully. Don’t be mistaken! Our 
Bible sure is a dangerous book! People often use the Bible in ways that are the exact opposite of 
Jesus’ teachings about the reign of heaven. This parable is a great example. If anything, this parable 
is part of the larger teachings of Jesus aimed at putting an end to a system where the God of Israel is 
seen as a bully, ruling at the expense of the weak and left out. 

Let me explain. Read in context, those who were first invited to the wedding banquet are Jerusalem’s 
religious leaders, those who the people looked up to for guidance about God. They were those who 
claim to actually know something about God. But those in the story who were first invited to the 
banquet either didn’t take the king serious enough or used the invitation as an opportunity to abuse 
the king’s servants. The story ends with everyone who had originally been chosen violently cast out, 
allowing the wedding banquet to be opened to everyone else who had originally been unchosen. But 
to be clear, the man at the end of the parable was punished, not because he didn’t fit in, but because 
he was one of those who originally had abused his invitation. 

Rather than the portrayal of a bully god, I believe this parable should be the anthem of the unchosen
—those who are treated like they don’t fit in with everyone else. This parable is aimed at putting an 
end to teachings that portray God as a bully. The religious leaders who are Jesus’ audience know by 
now what Jesus is saying. Because they have not cared for God’s people, because they have sought to 
build their own kingdoms rather than God’s, they will no longer be welcome to the party. In the end, 
it is the bullying that is cast out as unwelcome. Of course, if we want to talk about who is chosen and 
who is unchosen in the context of what it means to follow Jesus, Jesus is the original outcast. If 
Jesus’ life offers divine revelation in any sense, it is clear that God should not be identified with the 
bullies, but with the victims. Jesus’ death was, after all, a crucifixion—a most horrendous example of 
unrestrained bullying. You might say that this passage teaches us that hell is reserved, not for the 
unchosen, but for the bully god. 

Perhaps its better we leave the choosing up to God. Once we get in the practice of deciding who God 
has chosen, we might find ourselves left out of the amazing promises God has in store for us all. As 
Jesus teaches us: “Many are called, but few are chosen.”  
—Amen
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