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“They Cannot Repay You” —August 28, 2016
Luke 14  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. . . .
11Jesus said,“All who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.’ 12 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 neighbours, 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.’

The Pharisees invite Jesus to dinner, but they are “watching him closely” (14:1). It’s not really a friendly setting when you are eyeing someone, ready at any moment to pounce on something he says, and make an issue about it.

Jesus gives a teaching that is very hard for the status-conscious Pharisees to understand, or at least to accept. Do not seek the highest place, he says, but seek a lower place, for those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted (14:11). Now, we see such reversal sayings several times in the teachings of Jesus. Sometimes it is expressed in a paradoxical way, as in Luke 9: “the least among all of you is the greatest” (Luke 9:48).

Jesus does accept that there are hierarchies in life, and his parables picture hierarchies both on earth and in heaven, but there is no human hierarchy when it comes to being saved. The offer of salvation is made equally to everyone, and all have an equal right to it. Those who are educated, including the religiously educated, don’t have more of a right to it. not even those who are publicly known as religious have any more claim to salvation than anybody else. That’s because we are all equally the children of God, and the offer to make that an eternal relationship, is made equally to all. All have an equal opportunity to accept God’s offer of eternal membership in his family, if they are willing to assume the ethical responsibilities of being in a family. 

So this is the first great lesson in today’s gospel reading. I have skipped over most of the actual advice given—the advice not to seek the highest seat—but have focused on what underlies it: the fact that we all are equally the children of God and have an equal right to sit at the table. Where you sit at the table is not so important.

The second point seems to be on a different topic, but is actually closely related. This comes when Jesus talks about holding communal meals and inviting the poor, who cannot reciprocate or pay you back. I think this is really an attack on the patronage system. I need to explain that the patronage system was the accepted and acknowledged way that society worked, in most Greek and Roman thought of that day, and still is in much of our thinking today, too. In that system, what counts is not what you know, but whom you know. It is a philosophy of “scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours.” It’s a matter of making allies and enemies, and scheming your way up the ladder. It’s the way the Mafia works, it’s the way nepotism works, it’s often the way that politics work. In a patronage system, you do things for people to get them to owe you, so they will have to repay you at a later date. It is a thoroughly selfish way of behaving—only helping people who can help you, doing favors with a view to being repaid for them. It is all about social climbing. 

Jesus takes aim at this motivation. He offers a different value system when he tells the disciples not to “lord it over” others while claiming to be “benefactors. But not so with you,” he says in Luke 22, “rather, the greatest among you must become like the youngest, and the leader like one who serves” (Luke 22:25–26).

The Jesus method is incomprehensible to people operating under the spell of the patronage system. For these people, the idea of doing something for someone who cannot reciprocate, is bizarre. It seems to destroy the rules by which society operates. But actually Jesus is creating a new society with different rules, a spiritual “family” of brothers and sisters who could eat together and pray together without class distinctions or gendered hierarchy. So, even though he calls it a “kingdom,” and it does have a king (God), it is egalitarian when it comes to inclusion and love. It includes the deaf, the blind, the lepers, and the lame, as Jesus says in Matthew 11:5. These might be, in our society, the poor, the gay, the loner, and the foreigner, anybody whom some other people like to bully. No more bullying! There is NO BULLYING in the Kingdom! And Jesus is very understanding of those who work hard; he will give rest to “all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens” (Matt 11:28).

Perhaps most radical for Jesus’ own time, he wants children to be respected, sternly warning his apostles not to “despise one of these little ones” (Matt 18:10). He even identifies himself with children when he says “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me” (Matt 18:5). Jesus commands his disciples to change their attitudes toward children. He is “indignant” with them for dismissing children (Mark 10:14). Do you see how this fits with the other lesson, the offer of salvation being equally available to all?

And so he says to hold meals to which we invite those who cannot reciprocate, who are not socially powerful. “And you will be blessed,” he says, “because they cannot repay you, for you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous” (Luke 14:14). It might be a good idea for this church to hold some community meals, I think.

Jesus values the individual, regardless of social status. He says there is “joy in heaven over one sinner who repents,” in fact, “joy in the presence of the angels of God” (Luke 15:7, 10). He is emphasizing the joy in heaven over each child of God who voluntarily turns toward God. He is affirming the worth of each one of us, as he says in Luke 17, “the kingdom of God is within you” (17:21, correctly translated in the King James Version).

There is an inwardness and an individuality to your relationship with God, even though we all need community, and Jesus wants to foster Christian communities. At the end of the day, your relationship with God is in your heart, in your individual life. God is nearby, is even in your life. But don’t seek outward miracles or shortcuts. Rather, be grateful for the miracle of God’s quiet presence in your heart, and learn to cherish that presence. As Isaiah says: “in quietness and in trust shall be your strength” (Isa 30:15 NAB [New American Bible]).


