14th Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 8.29.10
Scripture:
Jeremiah 2:4-13

Luke 14:1, 7-25
Let love of brother and sister continue; do not forget love of a stranger.




~Hebrews 13:1-2 (Fred Craddock, transl.)
The hardest part of parish ministry, or at least of this parish ministry, for me, is the part about hospitality.  The fact that, when we open our doors on Sunday morning, we open them to everyone, is (I admit) tough for me.  Don’t get me wrong.  This isn’t about righteousness.  This isn’t about my not wanting to keep company with certain sorts of people.  This is about my wanting to please people.  This is about my wanting every stranger to become a friend.  

When I was a child, God was my friend.  I could feel God—a warmth in my gut, a companion within, kind and encouraging, most of all constant.  As I’ve grown up, God has moved away and become as often a stranger—acting in ways that I trust as good but that I also fear as totally beyond my understanding and control.

I remember a line Frederick Buechner wrote, about people who speak of the Lord as if they have Him in their back pocket.  Ever ready for consultation on even the slightest minutiae of their lives—what socks to wear, what to have as a snack—the Lord is utterly accessible, has been thoroughly tamed.  Well, maybe it’s sour grapes to pick on such people.  Maybe Buechner and I are just envious of their access to the Most High; maybe we’re just bitter that we don’t hob-knob so casually with the creative power of all that is, the life-giving spirit that sustains and redeems.  But I don’t think so.
I didn’t read the writings of Mother Theresa that were published after her death.  But I know that in them she wrote that she felt the presence of Christ neither in her heart nor in the Eucharist.  She had spent years, decades, in a dark night of the soul, it seems.  And, while I question how and why these confessions addressed to her confessor ended up published for general consumption, I also wonder what witness she might have offered the world if this were something she herself had made widely known.  The world, after all, made use of her as a sacrifice for our time—the one whose faithfulness and good works would save this generation, this age.  She was good enough to redeem us all!  But, what if she were to have pushed back on us the idea that she had special knowledge of God, that she had a singular relationship with Christ?  What if she were to have us see that hers was an ordinary belief struggling with unbelief, that hers was an ordinary love for Christ who fled from her just as He did from his first disciples—those who recognized him just before he disappeared?  Not to put even more on this already hard-pressed woman, but if she had brought to some light this dark night of her soul, she might have invited more people in to a relationship with God—this God who is all but impossible to relate to.  

Jesus might seem to be playing at Miss Manners this morning.   But a closer reading will have us hear him as someone Miss Manners should give a thorough talking to.  These stories might be familiar to us so as to seem like little more than good and pleasant advice.  Don’t put yourself in the position to be knocked down a peg or two, to be shamed when what you’re after is honor.  Don’t be so uppity as to want at your dinner party only the likes of the Fitzpatricks and the Patricks, fine people that they may be; certainly don’t invite them for the sole purpose of having them repay the invitation.  Most of all, prepare yourself for a heavenly banquet that has as guests the riff-raff who are free—nothing to do!—whenever the invitation comes.  These words may strike as sweet and kindly, especially in regard to riff-raff.  And in response, we smile our best Sunday School smile and congratulate ourselves that we are such a church to whom “All are welcome.”
But consider who Jesus was talking to.  He’d been invited to the Sabbath dinner of a community leader, a Pharisee for whom this might be the most important and wonderful occasion of the week.  Now, it’s true he may have invited Jesus in order to scrutinize him.  Jesus was, after all, just recently seen to heal a woman on the Sabbath, which was to work on this day of rest and therefore to violate of the law.  So, it’s true that it might not have been hospitality that moved the Pharisee to include Jesus among the guests; it might have been entrapment that he was up to.  But, even still, Jesus was pointed in his attempts at conversation, watching the people vie for a seat of honor, watching them jockey for position close to the host, close to the food, close perhaps to Sabbath candles and Kiddush cup, and then telling them a parable: “When you are invited by someone to a wedding banquet, do not sit down in the place of honor, in case someone more distinguished than you has been invited…”

Well, this isn’t wedding banquet, but it’s close enough to one.  And Jesus isn’t commenting on the situation at hand, but telling a parable, though one that hits pretty close to home.  And the one telling the parable isn’t more distinguished than the other guests who are vying for position.  Or is he?  I think it’d be entirely appropriate if the guests, not to mention the host, were all beginning to wonder, “Just what are you implying?”

Then he advises that those who give a luncheon or banquet, those like the host of the evening, should never invite just friends or relatives or righteous neighbors, but the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind; which means that either Jesus doesn’t approve of the host’s job at hosting or that he does because all the guests here are in some way poor, crippled, lame, blind; or at least are not the host’s actual friends, are not rich or righteous.  So, which is it?
And then there’s this great moment, when one guest seems to have become so uncomfortable with Jesus’ commentary that he offers this: “Blessed is anyone who will eat bread in the kingdom of God!”  I imagine he meant this to smooth things over and to change the subject. Here now is something we can all agree on, surely!  “Blessed, indeed, is any such a one!”  It’s a Monty Python moment: someone is speaking of something so outrageous at table—their gangrenous toe, their gaseous dog—and everyone is getting uncomfortable now, edgy that we turn in some other direction, so another guest agrees enthusiastically with what’s been said, “Yes, yes!  Repaid at the resurrection of the righteous!” and then makes note of the lovely weather we’ve enjoyed lately!

But Jesus doesn’t take the hint.  It’s as if he misreads the enthusiasm as actual interest and continues on with the scandal, telling a story where the people at fault resemble the people with whom he’s been invited to share the Sabbath dinner.  And yet their fault, not being free to come to the feast when it’s finally announced as ready, could well be taken as their being responsible, dutiful—one saying, “I have bought a piece of land, and I must go out and see it; please accept my apologies,” another saying, “I have bought five yoke of oxen, and I am going to try them out; please accept my apologies,” still another, “I have just been married, and therefore I cannot come.”  Please notice, these weren’t “I changed my mind, I don’t like the others invited, I have to wash my hair” kind of excuses.  These were people living up to their responsibilities: rather than going to a dinner party they were doing what they ought to do in order to keep society going. They’ve invested in their lives, in the world; and now they’re tending to their very reasonable investments.  Really, if anyone’s at fault for the stalled-out dinner party, you could argue it’s the host, who kept everyone guessing as to when exactly it would be until he finally announced, “Everything is ready now.”  So, of course, the only ones available to come are the sorts of people who haven’t got anything else to do—the poor, the crippled, the blind, the lame.  And just because of this, they get to taste the great host’s dinner.  Just because of this, they get such a reward!
Really, Jesus, what are you implying? 

Jeremiah is called the weeping prophet, and for this I feel for him.  He weeps after the people who have turned away from God, who have gone instead after worthless things, which have then made the people themselves worthless.  And for this I feel for him.  He longs for the people to accept their rich inheritance.  He longs that the people live into their rich heritage.  Here is glory!  And the people pursue things that don’t profit.  Here is living water!  And the people drink of cracked cisterns that only barely hold enough.  Here is God creating all that abides and offering it to the people!  And the people go after what is man-made, self-made.  I feel for Jeremiah, whose heart is breaking.

But I feel for the people, too.  The God who desires them and judges them is so grand that they cannot perceive Him, is so magnificent that they cannot relate.  Of course, it was the God that brought them out of the land of Egypt.  But that was centuries ago—an act as long ago as it was awesome, and so for two reasons all but inaccessible.  

I remember bringing Toby to the beach when he was almost three.  We’d flown to Florida, driven to the Gulf Coast, unpacked in the house where we were staying, and walked the path that went from pavement to dirt to sand.  All the while I was trying to explain to him the ocean.  And when at last we stood on the shoreline—he in my arms—and I pointed out to the vast, smooth water, unbound by land, unbound by anything, he couldn’t see it.  Glaring in the light of the overhead sun, mostly silent but then suddenly roaring to life with each lapping wave, the ocean was more than he could take in.  So, I put him down on the sand, and he toddled to where his toes would touch the water, which they did when the ocean came suddenly (and predictably, at least to me) roaring at him, and he broke into tears, terrified.  
Who can blame a mere human animal for not trusting something vast and unknown?

Well, of course, the prophets were meant to humanize God a bit.  Lending their voices to God’s word, lending their hearts to God’s desire, the prophets were to give us access to God.  To represent the God whose presence is so vast; to re-present the God who is ever-present, a gift to us: the prophets were to invite us in.  And the Christ was this all the more so, and for an ever-widening circle of people.  That said, what are to make of those many times when the prophets are as inaccessible to us as God, when the Christ is as much a stranger as any one of us could tolerate?

 We think we know what hospitality means.  “Make yourself at home,” is perhaps how we might put it.  “Make yourself comfortable,” is what I tell guests in my home.  But, if what makes such people comfortable is telling stories that seem a judgment on me, I might reconsider my offer.  If what makes such people at home is behaving in such a way that is an offense to the others there, I might rescind.    

The truth is that hospitality is more radical than such phrases would have us believe.  “Make yourself at home; make yourself comfortable.”  These sound open enough, but they’re actually full of expectation that social conventions will be upheld.  Hospitality is more radical even than putting out a great feast and inviting all sorts of people in to partake, people who will then go away to their own homes and their own lives so you can clean up and get your home and your life back to normal.  Hospitality is love for a stranger.  That’s how the preacher Fred Craddock translates the Greek word so often translated “hospitality.”  The verse from the Letter to the Hebrews on the front of the bulletin is pulled from one of the lectionary texts we didn’t hear this morning.  It’s generally rendered, “Let mutual love continue; do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers.”  Mr. Craddock translates it, “Let love of brother and sister continue; do not forget love of a stranger.”  What I appreciate about this translation is that it highlights the importance of letting the stranger be a stranger and yet still one who we love.  People don’t need to become like us in order to be loved.  A person doesn’t need to become like me in order to be lovely, loveable.
Which is, for me, the hardest part of parish ministry, or (as I said) the hardest part of this parish ministry.  In my defense, though, the whole phrase might be heard as a contradiction in terms.  Can a group really live by mutual love for those who are full members, full participants, while also showing love to whomever shows up?  These two things require such different postures—one of intimacy and one of formality.  They require such different modes of communication—one where much can go unsaid and the other where things need to be spelled out.  

And what’s a particular challenge here in this regard is that we’re such a changeable congregation.  Really, it’s frequent that our Sunday worship surprises me as to who is in attendance.  On a winter morning, I anticipate our small inner circle and I look forward to the intimacy and familiarity of that; and then a stranger enters in, or several do; and I have to change my attitude, change my posture, change maybe even some of the points I meant to preach—if not in substance than at least in style.  On a summer morning, I anticipate our many friends from away and perhaps some first-time visitors, and who turns out is the hometown group and no one else; and I have adjust my expectation to fit the reality.  I’ve never served or participated in a congregation that is as changeable as this one is—which is unusual for such a small church.  Small churches like this one tend to let mutual love continue, the whole congregation no bigger than some families; but love for the stranger is something they’re less rehearsed in.  But Monterey is no ordinary small town—what with so many people coming and going; with such a transient population, it in this way resembles a city.  Given this, consider that, when you’re only 15 or so people, a couple new-comers have the power (the unintended power) to change the dynamic, even drastically.  
But it’s not merely the difference that I find hard—at least not anymore.  The real difficulty for me is when I can sense that those who’ve come as strangers are going to remain strangers.  They’re not going find here what they were looking for.  This isn’t the church they thought it was; I am not the preacher and pastor they were hoping for.  I’ll confess, I really suffer it when I know worship for these people isn’t hitting the mark.  We haven’t had too many walk-outs; we’ve only one storm-out; but there have been a handful of people who are just waiting for it all to be over so they can slip out and never come back.  And the challenge for me in this is to recognize in such failures to connect nevertheless the presence of Christ—Christ who is brother and friend and stranger alike.

We make a mistake when we think of God as close and accessible without also remembering God as mystery, God as remote, God as utterly out of our control and even disobedient to the way we do things down here, dishonoring of what we’ve established as good and proper.  And, you know, I suspect it’s this challenge that has so many of this age find comfort in a “secular world view.”   Secular thinking might not be inspiring, but at least it’s manageable.  Secularity, which accepts things simply as they present themselves (just the facts, ma’am) might not move you to hope, but at least it stands to reason (sort of).  By contrast, to keep your mind open to the possibility of grace; to keep your heart open to a love that is oceanic in proportion; to keep your embrace open to an entering that could be a perfect fit or could be a terrible challenge or could be a dreaded fear—this is hard, even painful.  But this is the call of the church.  We’re not by invitation only.  And we’re not a cult that you can’t leave.  We’re a community called together by a God who is love and who is also strange—inscrutable, unknowable; a God who is tailor-made to fill the holes in our lives and is also a tidal wave that will utterly transform us.  And while I miss the God who was my constant friend, or I miss the girl who knew God that way, I more so love the church that has me toddling up to that shoreline.
Thanks be to God.
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