10

The Rev. Lisa Graves

Sermon 

Aug. 29, 2010

All rights reserved. 

The ancient east had a 

complex and rigid hierarchy 

of rules, norms and social castes.
There were rules about 

the appropriate people to speak to, 

the acceptable folks to touch, 

he rituals required to gain 

God’s favor and society’s acceptance. 

We live in a culture of rules today. 

I was very aware 

of just how many rules
we really have 

a few weeks ago when my family

was flying out of O’Hare. 

The check in process 

Is one example.  

There are lines to stand in 

if you are a member 

of an airline’s advantage club, 

and longer lines 

for those who were not. 

In the  terminal itself, 

there are special lounges 

for first class passengers, 

an area for military folks 

and a barrier that can not be crossed 

unless you are a ticketed passenger 

and undergo a serious search. 

And then there are the protocols 

for boarding the airplane itself.  

Passengers  flying first class 

get to walk the red carpet 

before anyone else 

and in a leisurely fashion.  

Of course they pay for the privilege. 

The rank and file passengers 

are called by row numbers

and watching the dynamics 

of people pushing and shoving, 

line jumping and going 

out of turn is a real lesson

 in group dynamics. 

My family, not surprisingly 

did not fly first class, 

but  we were fortunate to be 

in one of the earliest groups 

called to board  the plane.  

The slow shuffle down the airplane’s 

tiny center aisle gave me time 

to observe the good and bad  behaviors
of my fellow passengers.  

There were many times 

when I saw men – young and old
hefting heavy bags overhead 

for other passengers, 

I observed people 
Cheerfully switching seats 

to accommodate families 

not seated together 
and a general friendliness 
and sense of being in the event 
of flying, together. 

On the flip side, 

I also saw saw people 
slam their bags
Into the heads of seated passengers
When trying to cram 
 a bag into a too small space. 

 I saw many people shove 
and heard travelling companions

squabble.  

Then there was the incident 

When my husband and daughter

Approached their seats. 

They found the right number 

And row and then 

tapped the person sitting 

in the aisle seat of their row,

and asked to enter.  

The woman looked up and gasped, 

let out a loud sigh

and then, I’m not kidding, 

took a blanket, put it over her head 

and sat that way 

for the rest of the flight.  

Of course, my daughter asked loudly, 

“How does she breathe in there?  

Do you think she’s dead?”

Indeed, travel like the dining 

described in our gospel,

has a host of cultural norms 

and customs and it’s own

set of class rules. 

Travel rules are nothing new. 

In the days of stage coach travel, 

for instance,

the buggy, or coach was small.  

No more than 6 passengers 

could ride inside, 

yet there were still different 

classes of travel.  
Depending on financial means,

a passenger might purchase a first,

 second or third class ticket.  

The difference in price was 

the difference in what 

was expected of each 

passenger in an emergency. 

You see, traveling in the wild west 

by stage coach was fraught 

with dangers.  

In the event of an emergency, 

like a wheel mired in deep mud, 

a third class passenger was required 

to get out of the coach

and get in the mud with the driver, 

to try to get the buggy out.  

They had to take on responsibility

for any difficulty the conveyance 

might encounter.  

The second class passenger 

was required to get out 

of the coach in the event of a difficulty, 

but was able to walk

along side the coach 

until the problem was resolved. 

They had to acknowledge the problem, 

but do nothing about it.  

The first class person 

was entitled to sit in the coach 

and do nothing at all.  

They were able to stay in the coach, 

and needn’t acknowledge the problem,

 save to complain about it’s inconvenience 

nor were the asked to take on

any responsibility to do anything 

about the problem, whatsoever. 

Now, let’s consider today’s gospel. 

 Jesus had been invited to dinner 

by a leading Pharisee 

for a Sabbath meal.  

Because it’s the Sabbath, 

we know from other gospel stories 

that healing is not allowed 

and we know also that Jesus 

will probably break a rule 

and teach a lesson to those 

who consider themselves 

the first class 
of God’s holy people. 

And sure enough,

 as they are walking to dinner, 

Jesus sees a man 

suffering from dropsy.  

Here is a societal problem, 

an ill person standing 

in the path of his betters.  

The Pharisees and other guests 

go into first class mode of operation.  

They do not acknowledge the man 

and so they need not feel 

any sense of responsibility 

for his need.  

But Jesus is not that kind of messiah.  

He sees everyone

knows their needs and is

 uniquely able to fulfill those needs – 

including healing this man

 of his illness. 

And so he does. 

 Jesus leaves the safety of society’s 

finest religious leaders 

and steps into the muck

that is the reality of human life 

and heals the man quickly 

and sends him on his way. 

What a flaunting of the rules – 

and in front of his 

dinner host to boot.  

He adds insult to injury at dinner 
by scolding the social climbers 
around him for trying 
to garner the best seats 

and then schools his host 

on who should be added to his guest list.  

It might be easy to see this 

as a rather hum drum gospel

on etiquette and humility.  

Don’t seek the first place, 

don’t be a snob.  

But it is so much more.  

As always, Jesus is suggesting 

a radical upheaval 

of the social system, 

a new and costly way 

of being in relationship 

with others and therefore 

in relationship with God. 

Which is why this gospel 

is often called the great reversal.  

To go back to the stage coach analogy, 

Jesus knows the Pharisees believe

 their wealth and status 

absolve  them from having 

to acknowledge or repair 

the brokenness around them.  

They believe that their identity 

as children of Abraham,  
their adherence to the law,

their health and livelihood 

grant them an exemption 

from helping to 

bring about God’s kingdom.   

But Jesus invites them and invites us
to take on risk.  

He invites us to participate 

in the world around us, 

to take responsibility 

for the injustice, illness, poverty 

and brokenness in our lives, 

communities, churches and world.  

He turns our notion of

 good better best 

into an opportunity 

to bless and be blessed. 
It’s not complex.  

We are to put others 

before ourselves, 

look for ways to invite

the victimized of the world

 into full participation 

in God’s kingdom and respond 

when confronted with the chance 
to heal those around us. 

Preachers like to tell this story 

as an example of  what

 this might look like today. 
A young couple had 

planned an elaborate 

and expensive wedding
with attention to detail. 

They planned a lavish sit-down dinner,  

At a prominent downtown hotel.  

There would be an open bar, 
Waiters would pass tray of hors d’oeuvres  
And guests would dance all night
To a big band sound.
The reception alone 

would cost well over $30, 000.  
Well, a week or two 
before the wedding, 
the groom got cold feet 
and called the wedding off.  

The bride was devastated personally 

and furious financially.  

She tried to cancel the hotel reception, 
But she’d signed a contract. 

And the hotel told her she 

could either give up the money 

or go ahead and have a party.  

So, she cancelled the wedding, 

called off the guests and instead 

invited  the homeless shelters 

and missions in the Boston area to attend.

That night the poor, 

the hungry and the homeless

Partied with the waiters 
in their tuxedos 

and danced to the big band sound.  
The receptions went off exactly as planned, 

Except for the menu.  

Here, the would-be-bride 

made one change. 

She switched to boneless chicken

 in honor of the missing groom. 

Amen. 


