August 29, 2010                                                          Luke 14: 1, 7-14
Prayer: Dear Lord, we delight in the knowledge that you join us for worship in this place. We pray that our worship pleases you. We pray that the following words reflect your meaning. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

Seats in the kingdom

Many of you know our younger daughter, Madison. She’s the one with long, curly red hair, and she worships with us when she’s home from college.


Right now, she’s studying in Australia. From the looks of things, she’s made a commitment to singlehandedly re-boot the Australian economy.


 When Madison was 5, she ran out in the yard one day to find me, where I was working in the flower beds. And she asked, oh-so-casually, “Mom, what happens when you call 9-1-1?”


Of course, I asked, “Did you do that?”


“Oh, no,” she assured me. “I just want to know what happens.”


So I explained about fire trucks and policemen and EMS.


Madison  nodded, and ran back inside.


I wasn’t entirely surprised when, five minutes later, two sheriff’s deputies pulled up.


Madison took one look at their cars, and fled to her room upstairs. I heard a loud bump, and then wailing.


So when the deputies entered the house, they were greeted by these banshee screams from upstairs. 

I tried to explain what I figured had happened, and this nice young deputy asked if he could speak to Madison. “Sure,” I told him. “I think that would be a very good idea,” and I went to get her. 


She had bumped her head on her dresser as she ran into her bedroom to hide, so she was still sniffling. I told her it was OK, nobody was mad, but the deputy wanted to talk to her.


He got down on one knee and looked her in the eyes and explained that when people call 9-1-1 and it’s not an emergency, they may tie up officers when someone else really needs help. He couldn’t have been nicer about the whole thing.


When he and the other officer left, Madison looked up at me with those big blue eyes, clearly wanting some sage, motherly advice. So I gave it to her: Don’t do that again!


  With three children and a dog, a lot of my teaching was like that:


If you give your sister a wedgie one more time, I will slap you into next week.

If I find out that homework wasn’t done, Hulk Hogan is going in the trash.


I will march right in there and call the hospital nursery. They WILL take you back.

 Now, I’m not particularly proud of those statements. I’m prouder of statements like: You are smart and kind and loyal, and everyone likes you. So when you see someone being picked on, be their friend. 

I just hope the children will remember that for my funeral service, rather than the wedgie stuff.


 Last Mother’s Day, Madison gave me a card with a picture of a young woman sitting in a coffee shop. The woman was saying, “Mom, you were such a good parent, you could write a book! I even have a title picked out….How I Raised the Perfect Daughter.” 


Now, if I were really going to write that book, you can bet it would include my teachings about being smart and kind and loyal, not about threatening the Hulk Hogan doll. What we want saved for posterity is the profound stuff.
Today, we come to a Scripture passage that has been read in some pretty peculiar ways. It has been read as if Jesus were Emily Post. And I’m not sure the gospel writer, Luke, would have included this particular teaching if that’s all there was to it.


 Now Jesus may have had his moments of telling the disciples, Don’t do that again! But I don’t think those are the teachings the gospel writers recorded.


At this point in Luke’s gospel, Jesus and the disciples were on their way to Jerusalem for his crucifixion. And this portion of the story is chock-full of Jesus’ teachings.


As chapter 14 begins, they have all accepted an invitation to dinner at a Pharisee’s house. Dining together, sitting at table, breaking bread together, was a major social event in biblical times, probably even more so than it is in ours.

Luke sets four different teaching blocks in this one dinner. We are going to look at two of the teaching blocks this morning.


So please turn to Luke 14 and let’s take a look at this odd little passage.


Luke 14: 1, 7-14.
On one occasion when Jesus* was going to the house of a leader of the Pharisees to eat a meal on the Sabbath, they were watching him closely. …
7 When he noticed how the guests chose the places of honor, he told them a parable. 8‘When you are invited by someone to a wedding banquet, do not sit down at the place of honor, in case someone more distinguished than you has been invited by your host; 9and the host who invited both of you may come and say to you, “Give this person your place”, and then in disgrace you would start to take the lowest place. 10But when you are invited, go and sit down at the lowest place, so that when your host comes, he may say to you, “Friend, move up higher”; then you will be honored in the presence of all who sit at the table with you. 11For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.’ 

12 He said also to the one who had invited him, ‘When you give a luncheon or a dinner, do not invite your friends or your brothers or your relatives or rich neighbors, in case they may invite you in return, and you would be repaid. 13But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind. 14And you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you, for you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.’ 

        The first teaching block concerns the seating arrangement; the second concerns the guest list. 

We’ll start with the first, which is the one I think has been misunderstood. On its face, it can certainly be read as pretty good advice for winning friends and influencing people.


It sounds as if Jesus is advising people how to avoid embarrassment when dining out. Don’t presume to sit on the stage. You might get asked to step down and sit near the kitchen door.  


Instead, sit near the kitchen door, and you just might get invited to move to a better seat.


But I think we know enough about Jesus and about Luke to suspect they might not be interested in our social graces. The key to this passage is its introduction: “When (Jesus) noticed how the guests chose the places of honor, he told them a parable.” 


 So this is a parable. It doesn’t sound like a parable, does it? Sounds like straightforward instruction.

But the fact that Jesus called it a parable alerts us to the fact it’s not a social tidbit after all. And the way he ends the parable lets us know he intends something else entirely.

Here’s the way he ends it: “For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.”

This statement is the key to unlocking this parable. For we’ve seen it before. Matthew, Mark and Luke use several variations on this statement to conclude teaching sections by Jesus.

In Matthew, the disciples came to Jesus, asking, “Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” (Mt. 18: 1)
Jesus responded by calling a child, and placing him in the midst of the disciples. Then he said, “Whoever becomes humble like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.” (Mt. 18: 4)

Another time, Matthew told about the mother of James and John coming to Jesus. She asked that her sons be given the privilege of sitting on his right and left hand in the kingdom.

 
Matthew used her question to launch a teaching block that ended with this statement by Jesus: “Whoever wishes to be great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be your slave.” (Mt. 20: 26)


Mark told a story about the disciples themselves arguing over which one was the greatest. Jesus overheard them, and responded, “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” (Mark 9:35)


Luke himself will use the saying again when he tells the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector. Two men went to pray in the temple. The Pharisee basically prayed a prayer of thanksgiving that he was so good and honorable, while the tax collector confessed that he was an unworthy sinner.


The tax collector went home justified, Jesus said, “for all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be exalted.” (Luke 18: 14)


Those are the exact words Jesus uses after the conversation about where to sit at a dinner.  


Clearly, Jesus talked about this reversal a lot. If he were a politician today, we would call it his talking point. He must have said similar things in a great many settings, a great many sermons, a great many conversations.


“For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.” 

With this kind of repetition on the part of our Lord, I’d say this is something we ought to pay attention to. Jesus was using the parable of sitting in places of honor at a dinner as a set-up, a metaphor, for this larger idea of kingdom living. 


Those who live in the kingdom do not celebrate self. They humble self. They rein in self. If necessary, they put self in a headlock, a choke hold. They do not suppose they should sit in the seat of honor.

But humility must be real. It must be a heart condition, if you will.


That is, Jesus is not calling us to false modesty. I will choose a lowly position while keeping my eyes peeled for someone in authority to recognize me for my humility. 


That is a foolish, cartoonish reading of this text. Jesus’ call is for us to genuinely humble our sense of self so that our Lord can take up residence. For when an oversized ego is raging inside us, there is no room for him.


All who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.


 In the second teaching block of today’s Scripture passage, Jesus turned to the host of the dinner and said, “When you give a luncheon or a dinner, do not invite your friends or your brothers or your relatives or rich neighbors, in case they may invite you in return and you would be repaid. But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind. And you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you, for you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.”


 He was still talking about kingdom living. Kingdom living incorporates the inclusion, the welcome, of those on earth whom society ignores.


More than any other writer, Luke gives us this picture of a Jesus vitally concerned with inclusion. You may remember Luke’s telling of his first sermon in the synagogue in Nazareth. Jesus stood and read from the scroll of Isaiah: 

“ ‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,

 because he has anointed me

to bring good news to the poor.

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives

And recovery of sight to the blind,

To let the oppressed go free….’ ” (Luke 4: 18)

 
The poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind. This is shorthand for all those who need help, all those who aren’t going to repay the invitation.


But the reading of this passage can be corporate, not just individual. 

Can a church operate in the manner of a host who invites only those who can repay the invitation?

 Can a church seek out only those with money, with resources, with transportation? Seek out only those who are, in turn, able to support the church?


We are starting a bus ministry next Sunday. Four of our partner churches will drive 15-seat passenger vans to offer transportation for people to worship here at Triune. Earlier this month, Renee and I drove around to figure out the bus route. 


I have to admit, I was tempted to stay within neighborhoods where the elderly and the disabled and others who couldn’t walk to church might want to ride to Triune. That way we would get stable, consistent, potential church members. 

But over the years, we’ve received lots of calls from the Camelot Inn and Motel 6 out at I-85 and Augusta Road. Desperate families have ended up there and have called us for help.


The people in those motels are transient. They are probably not going to become church members or financially support our ministries or even remain in Greenville. But is there anybody who needs church more? 

Are there any children who more need to learn “Jesus Loves Me, This I Know”?

 
So our bus route will start at those motels. If we don’t get any response after a few weeks, we may pull in closer. But at least to start, we’re going to invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind.


Because one night over dinner, Jesus told us to.


Amen.

