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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. 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.” 

There is something about our gospel reading today which makes me nervous; a  part of it which reminds me of those awful, soul clenching moments in the gym in middle school when the teacher – the terrifying Miss Lacy in my case – would stand in the middle of a circle of us girls and announce: "All right then. Time to stop messing about. Get into teams. Alice and Jeneane, you're the captains. Begin!" And then it would begin, that panic enducing process of hierarchy- made-manifest as one girl after another was publically chosen – or not chosen – for one of the teams, until, at the end, there was just one lonely girl, visibly and in fact actually now at the bottom of the social heap, turning her foot in small circles because she couldn't bear to look anywhere else.  "Claire," one of the captains would announce half heartedly then without even looking at her so that I sometimes wondered if it were disdain, or shame, that prompted her to look away, as if even she – the captain – knew there was something just plain impossibly cruel about the entire process.   

 Hierarchy as enacted by middle school girls can be a particularly savage, I have to admit. What was so terrible about these scenes in the gym, though, was that it seemed there to be sanctioned by the grown-ups.  And this is what troubled me at first about our gospel reading today.  There is a dinner party.  And there are guests.  And instead of a community come together for mutual love -- to quote from Hebrews -- there is instead this rigid seeming hierarchy of honor.  Of course, Jesus turns the whole thing upside down.  He makes that poor girl Claire the Captain, and the Captain Claire – but is this in the end very much better?  For Claire it would be of course, and for a few days she might entirely relish the power to grant or remove social standing from her classmates.  But how long would it take do you think, before she too, like Jeaneane the Captain before her, started lowering her voice and looking away in shame as the process unfolded?

 The problem isn't who gets to be on top in the end, but that there are people at the top – and so, by definition, people at the bottom as well.  The entire system, it seems to me, is based on a fundamental misconception that it is scarcity which drives our world; on the idea that if one has, the other by definition cannot have, because without both the having and not having the whole system will crumble.  And the worst part about it all is that if left unchecked, if hierarchies of honor, or wealth, or talent, or whatever are really allowed to dictate who sits where, then everything that the person at the bottom does ends up being aimed at getting to the top.  And conversely everything the person at the top does is aimed at staying there.  In a system ruled by precise measures of power no one is free – just as no one is free in those gyms, picking teams.  Those at the top are just as trapped as those at the bottom, though they often have more creature comforts to distract them from this fact. 

 So again, I was troubled.  Was Jesus here just a kind of substitute gym teacher?  Someone who comes in and doesn't really get how it all works, and puts the wrong people in charge? I think the answer lies in the second half of the reading today, the part where he steps out of the confines of scarcity -- confines in which everything that is given is given tightly, in order to be repaid, and where everything that is received is received tightly, with the idea of earning more -- and instead leads us into his realm, in which it is freedom and love that have the final say.

The thing is that because he was one of us, he knows both how hard it is for us to step out of the fear that we won’t have enough AND the desire for power and status that such systems and hierarchies offer us.  And so he gives us a gift – a way out.  He tells those gathered – and us gathered here today as well of course --  that the next time we have a banquet, we should invite those who are literally and physically UNABLE to repay us and then give them everything, in the sure and certain knowledge that we will advance not one jot, in either power, or wealth, or honor. 

And of course this is what Jesus himself did  for us – for all of us – when he succumbed to death on the cross.  He gave all that he had and all that he was in freedom to us who never have even the hope of a dream of even beginning to 'pay him back.'   Through his death Jesus didn't simply inverse the hierarchy of his day – he stepped out of it all together.  He demolished it.  God crushed and killed by human beings in order that God could give those same human beings all that he had.  Every last drop of himself.   In total liberty. 
Christ didn't become human in order give himself to a few selected guests. He didn't measure and judge and place people in their correct hierarchical positions from most important to least important and down at the bottom those who are so unimportant, or downright scandalous, that they don't deserve entrance in the first place.  Quite the contrary!  Jesus welcomed everybody, from  society's most miserable to society's most powerful: liars, extortionists,  priests, thieves, lawyers, roman centurions, hookers, you name it Jesus shared himself with them all, both in life and in death.  Why? Not because he needed to be repaid in any way - -including with honor or praise or glory – but because they were all of them – every last one, and every last one of us as well – in desperate and dire need of his love and of the healing power he offered through his completely free giving of it to anyone who showed the slightest inclination to receive it.  

And this is what I believe we try to imitate through our own weekly banquet, our own celebration of the Eucharist each week: this love and the utterly astonishing freedom that he had in giving it all away to everyone and anyone who needs it.  You know, it was the Eucharist which drew me first into the church.  Or anyway, the image of a priest standing behind an altar with her arms outstretched in a gesture that really did seem to speak of welcome and the words I try to remember always to use here: “This is God's table, not ours, so all are welcome to receive."   That's what hooked me in.  That’s what began my Christian journey.  And while it would be months before I dared approach the altar myself and hold out my hands to ask for what I longed for more than I've ever longed for anything I think: for healing and love and the power to go on through God Godself in the here and the now, I'm relieved to say that the pull of the Eucharist – the power it has to usher me right into what feels like the center of God's heart - remains.  It seemed to me then, and still seems to me now, to be very holy, and very real, and very strong: a breathtaking mystery which deserves all the attention in the world.  And -- AND -- I have never seen anything quite so beautiful as the way it was handed out one Christmas day about five years ago now when I first visited common cathedral.  It was given so freely, that’s the thing, without any thought of being repaid -- even with attention, even with quiet, even with respect or awe or gratitude or anything at all set apart or visibly, traditionally holy.  
On that absolutely freezing Christmas day, I watched as sober people and drunk people; law abiders and law breakers; people involved in the service and people who shouted loudly right in the middle of it that they wished we'd all just shut up and leave them alone were offered the Body of Christ.  And then I saw a man on a cell phone who stopped speaking for just a second when the priest approached. "Hold on,” he said into the phone, and then to the priest, – “What?" "Would you like to receive the body of Christ?" the priest asked absolutely straightforwardly. "Oh. Yeah, ok. Why not?" the guy said, and then popped the morsel of holy food into his mouth like a snack at a cocktail party, before instantly going back to his phone call with a: "…sorry, what was that?"

That was the moment I was hooked for the second time.  I was watching pretty closely, and there wasn't even the tiniest flinch on the face of the priest at that moment, not the slightest show of irritation or annoyance; nothing, in fact, but peace and joy in the giving away of what she clearly held to be most dear in the world – for free.  "This is God's table, not ours – so all are welcome to receive." There it was there again, not in words now, but in action. 
When you give a banquet, Jesus told the priest that day, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind. And you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you.” What Christ is trying to show here, I think, the beauty of what he’s trying to help us see, is that we don’t need to repaid. Not priests and not lay people. Not upstanding citizens and not n’er do wells. We don’t need to be repaid because we all, in fact, have everything we need already. We are each of us loved beyond measure.  We are each of us treasured. So we don’t need to be afraid of  where we fall in the rankings. 

Life – praise God --  isn’t one great drawn out agony of team choosing in the gym. And it isn’t an eternal dinner party either, in which important people get pride of place and the rest of us have to scrabble around at the edges, hoping for crumbs.  But life IS a banquet. And everyone is invited – everyone and anyone who needs help; everyone and anyone who needs forgiveness; everyone and anyone who seeks meaning, or healing through the power of love.  Our celebration of the Eucharist is nothing other, I believe, than an attempt to make that clear.  God’s love is real.  And God’s love is free.  And God’s love is here today, just waiting for you to say yes.
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