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Wise Investments
Hebrews 13:1-16; Luke 14:1-14

If you have watched television for more than ten minutes, you have
likely seen one of the ubiquitous credit card commercials featuring Alec
Baldwin or a clan of Vikings, or Alec Baldwin with a clan of Vikings, asking the
all-important question, "What's in your wallet?"  At least to watch these
commercials, and those of their competitors, one would think that it is the
most important question.  Although they represent crass consumerism at its
worst, the spots are good advertising: Once you've seen one of them, you are
not likely to forget them, or the slogan they repeat or the company they
represent.

I don't want to sound too critical or cynical.  I enjoy an entertaining
commercial as much as anyone, and though for a very different reason, I think
"What's in your wallet?" is an important question to ask.  Now, don't get
worried.  This is not about to turn into a hard-hitting stewardship sermon.  No,
we’ll leave that for another day!

What's in your wallet?  I do think it's an important question.  Or perhaps
more to the point: What does what's in your wallet say about you?

Think about it: The items we carry in our wallets can tell a lot about us. 
I'll bet many of you have pictures of your children or grandchildren and can be
ready to pull them out at a moment's notice!  You probably also carry
important documents like an insurance card, your social security card, and
your driver's license.  You are likely to have in your wallet some form of
currency such as cash, a credit or debit card, or a checkbook.  And perhaps
you also carry in your wallet something with sentimental value: a quote or
poem that reminds you of some important truth, a ticket stub from a special
event, a small memento of a place or person who is special to you.  Yes,
what's in our wallets can tell a lot about us and the things we value.  

Value, of course, has more than one connotation.  The money or credit
cards we carry have specific, measurable value, some larger than others, of
course.  And while we hope we never need to produce those important
documents, they certainly hold specific value if we ever need to provide
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identification, become sick or see a blue light in our rearview mirror.   But
those other items would likely be worthless to anyone else but hold
tremendous value to us.  While we can't place a dollar figure on their worth,
the memories and emotions they evoke, the place they hold in our hearts,
make their value immeasurable to us.  Even though we live in a world that
would convince us that everything has its price and the rank of something's
importance can be determined by the interest rate or points it earns, we know
that the significance of some things is far deeper than their price tag or
earning potential. 

And while I think we all know on some level that not everything of value
can be ranked or quantified, we often live by the messages we receive from
such advertising and the economy on which it depends--that time is money,
that money is power, and that power opens doors and creates opportunities
not available to everyone.  One of the potential problems, then, with an
economy and a culture which is so heavily influenced by it, that are based on
loss and gain, on investment and return, and on placing a strong emphasis
on productivity, is that we may begin to believe that everything can be
measured or judged by what it can produce or what value it has in the
marketplace, including the people around us.

We don't like to admit it, but we know it's true, that we value some
people more than others based on what they can do for us, whether they fit
certain social criteria, how much they can produce, or the perceived rank of
their pedigree.  In a culture of consumerism, such rankings and the power and
influence which often accompany them, are usually based on wealth or the
ability to produce it, but I'm not sure it's fair to assign blame entirely to our
economy and  culture.  The problem is not simply a symptom of our western
materialism.  Rather, the placing of value and rank on certain people, and the
subsequent degrading of others, seems to be an illness of the human
condition.  It is why, I think, Jesus had so many encounters like the one
recorded in the fourteenth chapter of Luke's Gospel.  

You may recall that last week, Dr. Catlett recounted a similar story
which Luke told just a chapter before, about Jesus being criticized by the
leader of the synagogue for healing a crippled woman on the Sabbath.  In
today's story, it was again a Sabbath day, and Jesus was on his way to have
dinner with a prominent Pharisee when he encountered a man suffering from
dropsy, or what we now know as edema.  Aware that he was being watched,
Jesus anticipates their criticism and preempts it with a question of his own: "Is
it lawful to cure people on the Sabbath, or not?" (v. 3) The people around him
were apparently so stunned by his question that they stood there unable to
come up with a clever answer, or any answer at all, so Jesus reminded them
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that any one of them would not hesitate to rescue a child or an animal on the
Sabbath, so he cured the man, they went on to dinner.

What's even more important to the point of this text, however, is what
happens at dinner.  Jesus couldn't help but notice that the guests were all
clamoring for the places of highest honor at the table, the seats closest to the
host at the head of the table.  The host was, after all, a leader of the
Pharisees, a position which implied  tremendous esteem and power.  

How often do we do the same thing?  We want to be seen with a certain
kind of people, be invited to sit with the cool kids, belong to the right clubs and
associate with those of the highest status and influence.  We jockey for the
places of honor, wanting to be close  to the "right" kind of  people or belong
to certain groups, sometimes not even because we enjoy being with them but
because it makes us feel better about ourselves.  But  observing the i r
ridiculous and self-serving behavior, Jesus reminds the guests at the dinner
party that presuming to belong in a place of honor is brash and arrogant at
best and potentially humiliating if your host were to ask you to move so that
someone of greater importance could have your seat.  How embarrassing!

This lesson in humility is an important one, and this is certainly not the
only time Jesus calls someone out for arrogant behavior.  In this case,
however, I believe these words about humility are the prelude to an even
greater lesson. 
 

Think again about those times when we seek out the company of the
"right" people or want to make sure we run in the most prestigious circles. 
Almost always inherent is an implication of not just who we are to include, but
also who is to be excluded, not only who's "in" but also who's "out."  

I remember well the intricate scheming of the middle school lunch
scene.  Don't you?  With whom you sat and in what part of the cafeteria was
enough to create a sense of euphoria or to send one spiraling into pubescent
purgatory.  And it wasn't enough to be included with the popular crowd.  Too
often, those who were included had to make sure everyone else took notice
and often used the occasion as a chance to humiliate those who weren't so
fortunate.  

As we get older, our methods become more refined and the messages
more subtle, but I'm not so sure that the strategies of inclusion and exclusion
we adults employ are any less hurtful, and in the end they may have far more
significant consequences, not only for individuals but also for our whole
society.  
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The practice of including the "right" or acceptable people, based on
wealth or social standing, on education or religion, on skin color or disability
or political affiliation or sexuality, and the implication of excluding those we
deem unacceptable, was exactly the issue Jesus was addressing in his
second parable.  

"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. 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.' (Luke
14:12-14)

What?  You want me to throw a dinner party and invite those people? 
Jesus, do you really expect me to use what precious little social time I have,
go to the trouble of cleaning the house and the expense of preparing a nice
meal, and not even get to show off for the ones who will tell everyone at the
club what a nice time they had?  And besides, if I don't wine and dine my rich
friends, then how can I ever  expect to be invited to their houses?  Exactly.

You see, inclusion in God's house and at God's table is not just for
those who can make us look good, who have accumulated a certain portfolio
or obtained a certain social standing.  It is a radical inclusion of all, and I do
mean all, of God's children.  In God's kingdom, we are also called to a radical
hospitality where all are welcomed, invited as distinguished guests and all
given a place of honor at the table.

Hospitality has become a multi-billion dollar industry focused on food
and travel, entertainment and decorating, but hospitality is a concept that has
deep roots in our theological tradition and implications for our spiritual
development.  Hebrew Law contains quite detailed expectations for showing
hospitality, not only to family and friends, but also, and especially, to strangers
and foreigners (e.g. Exodus 23:9, Leviticus 10:33-34).  And these
expectations are clearly echoed in the New Testament, among other places,
in today's passage from Hebrews.  Among the admonitions about how
believers are to imitate Christ is the instruction, "Do not neglect to show
hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have entertained angels
without knowing it." (Hebrews 13:2)

Inherent in this call for radical hospitality for all people is the
understanding that God loves us all the same, welcomes us without
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reservation or qualification, and offers the abundance of his goodness and
grace no matter where we rank by the world's standards.  

Our economy and culture tell us to befriend those who can improve our
social standing, to invest in the opportunities with the greatest potential for
return, to value what can help us to get ahead.  But the economy of God's
kingdom is different because, you see, in God's economy, we are to welcome
others with the same gracious hospitality with which Christ has welcomed us. 
We are to invite those who can't repay our kindness–the poor, the crippled,
the lame, the blind, and perhaps the addicted, the unemployed, the 
homeless, the single mother, the youth walking the streets, the elderly who
have been forgotten--anyone and everyone we encounter because they all
bear the same image of Christ which we carry within us.  

In the economy of God's kingdom, we invest ourselves and our
resources, offering the best seat at the table, to those who have nothing to
give in return because in God's kingdom the last will be first, those who
humble themselves will be exalted, and the one who gives the most will gain
the whole world in return.  In the economy of God's kingdom, even a morsel
of bread dipped into a cup can be enough to fill and sustain us for the work
of hospitality and mercy to which we are called.

 I know that there are many of you here today who know something of
what I'm speaking because you have taught or coached or mentored young
people.  You have invested yourselves deeply in their lives, sometimes
wondering if you will receive anything but eye rolls and sassy comments in
return.  You have invested sleepless nights wondering if anything you have
said is getting through and hoping beyond hope that you are making a
difference in their lives.  In the end, you do so knowing that they can't ever
really repay the time or likely the money you've invested in them, but that's not
why you give of yourself.  You do so because of your hope that one day, one
of those insolent teenagers will see you in the grocery store and thank you for
the influence you had in their life.  You do so because of a stubborn belief that
what you invest in them will one day bring a generous return in the lives they
touch.  You do so because you trust that God will bless and prosper the
seeds you sow.

This experience, of course, is not just for those who work with children
and youth.  Those of you who sit with the elderly, who visit the sick, who share
a meal with residents at the shelter, who comfort the grieving, who speak
against injustice, who give of yourselves in countless ways in the lives of
others and throughout this community do so because you trust that your
investment in God's kingdom will always be a wise one because it will be
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blessed by God, even if you may never comprehend the fullness of its yield. 
When we invest our time, talents, and resources, indeed our whole selves in
God's kingdom, we participate in God's work of radical hospitality, inviting all
to celebrate with us at the feast, knowing that the greatest returns are those
we cannot measure, those we never could have expected but that are far
greater than we ever imagined.  Thanks be to God! 

Prayer of Thanksgiving: September 1, 2013
Gracious and merciful God, we are gathered in your presence to

celebrate and remember the greatest of all gifts, the grace you have poured
out abundantly through the coming of Christ among us.   When he took on
human form, he was despised and mocked, yet he loved and accepted all he
encountered.   When he walked among us, many rejected him from their
tables, yet he invites all to feast at his table.  When he taught us of life in
God's kingdom, he was accused and put to death, yet offers pardon and
abundant life to all who will receive him.  

As we prepare to gather at the feast that is set before us, we confess
to you, Righteous God, that we have not extended the same compassion and
hospitality that has been granted to us.   We have feared or refused the
stranger because we have believed our resources too meager.  We have
stereotyped the stranger as suspicious or dangerous or inferior because we
did not make the effort to understand.  We have been too busy trying to
impress our important guests, thereby serving our own needs, instead of
demonstrating welcome to the ones who could not repay our kindness.  We
have overlooked the beauty in those who speak a different language or wear
different clothing or hold different beliefs or opinions and have often failed to
recognize your image in them.  For these and all the times we have rejected
those we have been called to love and to serve, thereby rejecting you, have
mercy on us, O God.

Make us worthy, we pray, to sit at Christ's table as his friends.  In this
meal we will share, let our weary hearts be revived and our hungry souls be
fed, that nurtured in your hospitality, we may feed others both with physical
nourishment and with the bread of true compassion.  Through the gift of the
Holy Spirit, may Christ live in us and we in him so that we may welcome
others and in so doing, receive you.  Amen.
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