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Sirach 10:12-18
Ps. 112
Hebrews 13:1-8, 15-16
Luke 14:1, 7-14
In the name of the God; Creator, Redeemer and Sanctifier.  AMEN.
“Who invited them?”
This brief, three-word question, “Who invited them?” is a question that most of us have heard at one time or another.  “Who invited them” is a question many of us have asked.

Paul and I recently threw a cookout for some professional colleagues of his.  These are folks I like a lot, though, when I’m with them, I often run out of things to say, unable to participate in the conversation as fully as I’d like, not having shared the experiences they have, or knowing the people they do.  Anyone who has been the “and guest” at a work party knows some of what I’m talking about.  The saving grace this time, however, was that it was to be on my turf, at my home.  I would be able to busy myself with the work of a good host any time I ran out of things to say.  And I had a say in the guest list.
Early in the party, I was getting some friends their refreshments when I looked up toward the door and saw two people I didn’t recognize come in.  Instinctively, I felt my host face drop as I thought to myself, “Who invited them?”  I wanted to know who these individuals were who were coming into my home, disturbing the comfort and security I was enjoying of knowing everyone in the room.  It was a fair question, I thought.  But after reading today’s lessons, I have a harder time defending myself.  I think back to that moment and wonder what it would have been like if I had stopped my conversation with the two people I knew the best, hurried up to the two standing in the doorway, joyful for their presence at the party, introduced myself, and let them know how happy I was that they had come. And meant it.  What would it have been like for them to receive such a welcome?  For me to offer such a welcome?  For those standing around to have witnessed such a welcome?  
This is the question Jesus addresses in today’s Gospel from Luke.  Once again, we read of Jesus sharing a meal, and using the occasion to teach.  One scholar writes that, in Luke, “Jesus is either going to a meal, at a meal, or coming from a meal.”
  Table fellowship is central to Luke’s Gospel as he tries to outline how it is the early followers of Christ were to live out their lives in Christian community.  Meal etiquette, the rules of engagement for breaking bread with others, was quite complex in Jesus’ day.  In Luke’s Gospel alone, we have evidence that people noticed where one ate, with whom one ate, whether one washed before eating and where one sat to eat.  And each of these matters determined one’s social position.
.  Far from a simple first century ‘miss manners’, how one behaved at meals was a topic of closest scrutiny and spoke volumes about who you were and what you valued.
Time after time we hear of Jesus breaking these meal rules and guidelines in order to teach those gathered around him something about how it is God invites us to break bread with one another, and what we can expect at the last day when we feast in God’s kingdom at the great banquet prepared for us.

Jesus firmly rejects the expectations set by the culture in which he lives and sets himself and his behavior as an example of living not by worldly expectations, but by the measures of God – “Kingdom Standards of Hospitality”, if you will; a very different set of instructions, indeed. 

In today’s Gospel, Jesus has just finished healing on the Sabbath for the third time.  In the section of Luke we skipped over in today’s lectionary, Jesus heals a man with dropsy, a condition of extreme edema, again on the Sabbath.  Jesus enters the Pharisees house, notices the guests all sitting down and tells them, guests and host alike, a little about “Kingdom Standards of Hospitality”. 
First, to the guests, he says that they should resist sitting in the places of honor.  Instead, they should sit “at the lowest place”.  Not at a lower place, mind you, but at “the lowest place.” 

Then he turns his attention to the host, to the one who had invited Jesus into his home, and instructs him not to invite the very people one would expect on an invitation list: friends, brothers, relatives and rich neighbors.  Instead, Jesus commands, invite those who cannot possibly return the favor.  

At the core of Jesus teaching in today’s Gospel are the matters of hospitality, “mutual love” as Paul writes in his letter to the Hebrews, and honor.  How do we practice real hospitality?  How do we show deep mutual love?  How do we seek honor?  Basically, who do we invite to our tables, and why?  

“Who invited them?”

Jesus asked those gathered in the Pharisee’s home to completely rethink why they gather and who they gather with.  And, through the Gospel, Jesus asks us to consider these very same things.

The question “Who invited them?” sits at the heart of almost every major conflict in the world today.  It is a question that demands we consider “who’s in” and “who’s out” and who gets to make those decisions.  It is the question behind sectarian violence, immigration policies and gang warfare.  It can be heard underneath the rhetoric of “one true church” and the misuse of the term “Orthodox Anglicanism”.  
It is a question that fuels conflict on international, national and even very close, local levels.  Shortly after my family moved into our current home, I met a neighbor who had lived in her house for more than 40 years.  I was excited to talk with her, to get fully immersed in my new neighborhood.  I was surprised when she said in our initial conversation, “I’m thinking of moving.  It’s just not the same anymore, since the demographic has started to change.”  What demographic she was referring to, I still wonder.  I couldn’t help but think that perhaps I was that demographic.  Her world was changing, without her consent, and she found herself wondering, “who invited them?”
And it is a question for us.  Here.  At Christ Church.  We are, as Joe says on the Church’s answering machine, an “active, diverse, open and welcoming congregation”.  We are.  We do a great job, better than many, I think, at letting the visitor among us know that we are glad they are here.  Just this week, I heard a story from a new parishioner who had such an experience.  It was a warm day.  Her small child was fussy.  She was offered a fan.  It was simple, but she noticed, and it’s part of the reason she’s still here.  A small act that made a huge difference.  And there are plenty more stories like it.  
We also let newcomers and visitors know they are welcome to come forward to receive the Eucharist at God’s table.  At this rail no one is excluded.  This, my friends, is hospitality, this is mutual love, and this is living by kingdom standards.  
But allow me to push the envelope a bit, and ask the question, what happens next?  Once a newcomer has come into our building seeking community and a place to belong, how far do they get?

When we think of our committees, our vestry, our mission trips and youth programs, where does Jesus call us in these places?  As the hosts in these instances, who are we inviting to join and work with us?  Like the meal practice in Jesus’ day, the inner workings the church, any church, is an intricate, often difficult system to navigate and, also like the meal practice in the first century, who is involved in the inner workings speaks volumes as to “who’s in” and “who’s out”.  How easy is it to get involved?  Are we as able to seek and welcome newcomers to the work of the parish as we are to get them in the door?  Think of a committee or parish group you belong to.  How many new members have joined you in your work in the past year?  Who’s missing at your table?
Today is the last Sunday before the beginning of our program year.  Next week, we will be abuzz with all the energy that beginning the academic season always brings.  Next week we will also hold our annual ministry fair.  This is an opportunity for all of us as hosts to invite the stranger, the newcomer, or that person who’s been here for months, but who remains alone and unknown, into the deeper life of the parish, into the heart of our life together.  

Jesus does not call us into passive discipleship.  He does not ask us to smile politely and hope for the best.  Jesus calls to an active, intentional practice of mutual love. 
We have an amazing banquet to share here at Christ Church.  We gather week after week in joy and thanksgiving for the bountiful feast that God has given us in our lives and in this place.  I believe we have what many seek.  Perhaps it’s what many of those with us for the first time this morning long for.  Maybe it’s what some have seen in the faces of those who have found their way into the center of our life together.  Can you imagine that longing, that sense of wanting something more, and not knowing how to get there?

We can live into Jesus’ command from this morning’s Gospel to share what we have. We have an opportunity to aspire to God’s “kingdom standards of hospitality” right here, and right now.  

It certainly isn’t easy.  It’s just the opposite of what the world calls us to.  The world asks us to close ourselves off, build walls, define who we are, who’s like us, who’s different; who’s in and who’s out.  We gravitate to those we perceive to be “like us”.  We want to belong.  Jesus, though, calls us to mutual love, to open ourselves to connection with others, with the strangers among us, “for by doing that some have entertained angels without knowing it.”
The next time you’re at church, a committee meeting, a church social, or a work day, the next time you kneel at the rail, attend an adult formation class, or drink coffee under the tree outside and you see someone new, or different, someone you haven’t seen there before, I want you to ask yourself, “Who invited them?”

And give great thanks to God for whoever it was that did.
AMEN.
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