TWELFTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

August 28, 2022
Bethlehem Lutheran Church, Lanesboro

Fountain Lutheran Church outdoor worship
FIRST READING: Proverbs 25:6-7
PSALM 112
SECOND READING: Hebrews 13:1-8, 15-16
GOSPEL: Luke 14:1, 7-14
To all of you who are loved by God and called to be saints: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ (Rom 1:7).

“Be present at our table, Lord.  Be here and everywhere adored.”  We’ve said or sung that prayer countless times at congregational meals and in our homes.

“Come, Lord Jesus, be our guest.”  That’s the prayer our family has prayed at mealtime for decades.

But is it wise to pray these prayers?  Do we really want Jesus to come to dinner?  I ask this because of today’s Gospel.  Let’s face it – Jesus wasn’t always the most pleasant dinner guest.

Today Jesus has been invited to the “house of a Pharisee.”  That’s a pretty gracious thing for that man to do, considering that Jesus has been confronted repeatedly by the Pharisees and he’s been quick to retaliate.
But maybe this Pharisee is hoping to bring about some kind of reconciliation.  Maybe he’s thinking, “If I can just get Jesus to sit down at the dinner table, in the comfort of my home, maybe we can work things out.”

Well, that didn’t happen.  No sooner is Jesus at the Pharisee’s table than he mocks how his fellow guests jockey for the best places at the table.
Jesus tells the guests that they should not seek the places of honor, “for all who exalt themselves will be humbled and those who humble themselves will be exalted” (14:11).  Notice that Jesus speaks in the passive voice here.  That is, they will be humbled or they will be exalted by someone else.  By whom?  Surely Jesus is talking about God.  It’s God who lifts up the lowly, and who puts down the high and mighty.

In other words, Jesus isn’t so much telling people how they should behave when they come to a party; rather he’s talking about how God behaves.  It’s God’s nature to exalt the lowly and humble the mighty.

You don’t have to read long to discover that meals are a big deal in the Gospel of Luke.  Many of Jesus’ teachings and miracles take place during meals.  Luke makes it clear that Christ’s church isn’t only made up of those who’re baptized, but also those who share food with one another.  According to Luke, the risen Lord is known best “in the breaking of the bread” (Luke 24:35).

At this particular meal, we’re told that Jesus spoke in a parable, so we know that he’s talking about more than just table manners.  He’s trying to teach us something about the kingdom of God.

To this day, social boundaries between the honored and the dishonored are nowhere more rigorously enforced than at the table.  Think of segregation in the South just a few decades ago.  Picture the cafes with signs reading “Whites Only.”  Restaurants would have a row of stools at a counter on one side, and a shelf for standing on the other side.  The so-called “colored patrons” were made to stand along the wall to eat.  The white patrons sat on the stools with their backs to the black people, just a few feet from one another.
White segregationists knew that to admit a person to the table with you is to admit that person is equal to you.  Something happens when people sit next to one another at a table.  A bond is formed, a community, communion.  Better not sit too close to someone if you don’t want to risk that.
Here’s another example of what I mean:  A pastor who’s new to our Root River Conference told us that his daughter is very nervous about her first day in her new school.  He asked her, what’s the matter?  Is she worried about finding her way around in an unfamiliar building?  Is she afraid that her classes will be difficult?  No, she said.  The thing that she’s so apprehensive about is – lunch.  What if no one sits with her in the cafeteria?  What if she has to eat lunch all alone?  If you’ve ever been excluded at mealtime, then you know what she’s talking about.
It’s true, social boundaries between the honored and the dishonored are nowhere more rigorously enforced than at the table.  But Jesus shows us that beautiful, radical community can also happen at the table, if we follow his example; if we eat and drink as he ate and drank.
So, we need to stop and think, how did Jesus and his disciples eat?  That is, where did they get their food?  We assume that Jesus worked with Joseph, his father, as a carpenter in Nazareth before he began his ministry.  But after his baptism, during his three years of preaching and performing miracles, he never appears to have held a job.

Jesus’ disciples had various trades before he called them.  But once he called them, there’s no record of their ever having worked either.  So how did they live?

The answer is obvious, but I can’t remember ever seeing it discussed anywhere.  Jesus was an itinerant preacher and teacher.  As he and his disciples traveled around, day after day, they relied on hand-outs.  In other words, they were beggars.  All those meals that Jesus and his disciples attended, none of them were at Jesus’ home.  He and his disciples depended on invitations to other peoples’ homes.  When Jesus talked about not refusing to give to somebody in need, or offering a cup of cold water in love, or giving your children bread rather than a stone, he wasn’t just speaking figuratively or spiritually.  He was talking about his actual need.  Jesus was totally dependent on the hospitality of others, and he taught his disciples to be the same.
You know, we’re all beggars, so far as our relationship with God is concerned.  What we need isn’t ours to earn.  What we need is only God’s to give.
Think about what happens when we celebrate the Lord’s Supper.  You come forward and hold out your empty hands, as if you’re seeking a gift.  We place the piece of bread and the cup of wine in your hands.  For me, that’s a holy moment.
I say that because we’re all capable, accomplished people.  But at the Lord’s table, we loosen our grip on all the things we’ve accumulated and accomplished and we hold out our empty hands to the Lord.
The Pharisees and scribes criticized Jesus saying, “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them” (Luke 15:2).  We say, “Thank God for that!”

Our gospel concludes with a snapshot of the grand banquet in the kingdom of God.  Take a look at who’s seated at God’s table: the poor, crippled, lame and blind.  Those who have nothing are given everything.  Those who were on the outside because of their earthly conditions are now on the inside at God’s great feast.

Jesus warned us all along that God would play favorites.  In his first sermon at Nazareth, he warned us that God prefers the imprisoned, the poor, and the sick.

His mother sang a prophetic song at Jesus’ birth.  She sang, “God has filled the poor with good things and he sends the rich away empty.”
We assume that God does business the way we do business – that is, by the books.  But God isn’t interested in examining anyone’s account because all of us are debtors.  We’re hungry and needy, more so than we care to admit.

So, Jesus attacks the notion of party-giving as a means of getting.  A party isn’t a party if you must go to it, or if you have to invite certain people just to settle a debt.  What’s the point of keeping score when God isn’t?  Why try to repay a debt that has already been paid in full?

My favorite definition of evangelism is this: Evangelism is one beggar telling another beggar where to find bread.

For the rest of the world, food is a means of distinguishing between social and economic classes.  For Christians, food is a sign of God’s steadfast love, a sign of the coming of God’s kingdom among us, an invitation to come and be fed, a call to come and join the family.  Jesus comes to us.  He puts bread in our empty hands.  He fills us with food for abundant life.  Then he urges us to go and invite others to his great banquet, his great feast called life everlasting.  Amen

Pulpit Resource, September 3, 1995, “Get Down and Party!” pp. 39-42.  Pulpit Resource, August 30, 1998, “Mind Your Manners,” pp. 35-38.  Pulpit Resource, August 29, 2004, “What Would Jesus Do?” pp. 37-40.  Pulpit Resource, September 2, 2007, “Beggars All,” pp. 41-44.  Pulpit Resource, August 29, 2010, “When Jesus Comes to Dinner,” pp. 37-40.

(GOSPEL                                                                             Luke 14:1, 7-14

P:  Announcement of the Gospel.

C:  Glory to you, O Lord.

Jesus observes guests jockeying for position at the table. He uses the opportunity to teach his hearers to choose humility rather than self-exaltation.  Jesus also makes an appeal for hosts to mimic God’s gracious hospitality to the poor and the broken.

1On 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.  7When 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.”

12He 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.”

P:  Affirmation of the Gospel.

C:  Praise to you, O Christ.
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