Text: Luke 14:1-14, events of week, opening of new kitchen

Trouble in the World

Somewhere between the Great Depression and the Moon Landing the purpose of “stuff” for most Americans changed or at least began to change.  Henry Ford once quipped – “that his customers could have any color, so long as it was black.”  That signaled the older understanding.  You bought stuff because it was useful or needed.  Color qualified in neither category.  From the cover article of the most recent Fortune magazine on the retailer Trader Joes, “The typical Trader Joe’s shopper is the ‘volvo-driving professor who could be CEO of a Fortune 100 company if he could get over his capitalist angst.’”  Notice the change.  The place, in this case Trader Joes which is essentially a grocery store, and that car, the Volvo, signal the status of the person.  When we talk or buy stuff, we are not talking about peanut butter and pizza, but class and status.  As we all became richer we tended to join in the status games of what had been reserved for the upper crust.  What we bought no longer was primarily about usefulness or need.  What we bought was a signal of our status, or which group we belonged to.

There probably isn’t a group more attuned to this than middle school.  Every nuance of what you where – not just the jeans and sneakers, but the trinkets around your wrist – signal which group you belong to, or want to belong to.  A little more grown up – you might have seen the State Farm commercials where the customer sings the like a good neighbor ditty and the agents – pop – is there.  That would have been the extent if they were selling usefulness, because that is really what you want after an accident.  The agent to appear with a check.  But the commercials continue.  One version has three young women dressed differently indicating what “group” or “type” they are.  They each ask for a different “hot” guy.  And the guy changes with each different adjective they add.  That has nothing to do with insurance, and everything about saying that State Farm gets you, whoever you may be, that they can be part of your group.  A you defined by the clothes you wear, the places you shop and the trinkets you buy to project your status.
An interesting twist on status signaling is not just that naïve honest signaling that we play almost sub-consciously, but something its practitioners call game.  Gone are the days of the pick-up lines and singles bars where people meet to read the status signals.  The players of game mimic the most successful traits, the alpha male status traits.  They consciously signal a status that very likely has nothing to do with their real existence.  It shouldn’t come as a surprise in a culture deeply materialistic and attuned to the signals, that this works an amazing amount of the time.  The successful pick-up artist, or game player, goes home with a girl who wouldn’t have looked at him otherwise.  Whether we are junior high students, insurance buyers, grocery shoppers or guys on the make, We are enslaved to our status signals.
 Trouble in the Text

The enslavement to signaling status has become a common problem as society grew richer.  In the older societies it was only the rulers or the upper crust that player such games.  And that is what we see in today’s text.  A Ruler of the Pharisees was having a party.  And everybody at that party is desperately wanting to increase their status.  Just being invited meant something.  And then where you were seated meant something. All the way to that prime seat next to the host.  The party was really one big way to signal and build status in the society.  Many of those guests would consciously take a higher seat hoping to get it.  That the other guests would confirm their view of their status.

The real question is what is Jesus doing there?  This is the traveling preacher on his way to Jerusalem that – “doesn’t have a place to rest his head.”  Just a short time ago the Pharisees were already conspiring against him.  There is almost nothing that Jesus could give this group status wise.  He seemingly can’t return the favor, so he should have turned it down.  And more than that he seems to have shown up with someone worse – a man with dropsy.  That is an obsolete term for edema or retaining of fluids.  The poor man was either in early congestive heart failure or kidney disease or liver disease.  And even though he couldn’t get rid of the excess liquid, neither can the person with dropsy ever satisfy their thirst.  The presence of the man in this group of high status Pharisees would imperil their ceremonial cleanness.  
But the disease is the perfect metaphor for the party go-ers.  They are already in the top 1% of status, and yet they can’t stop competing with each other for one more notch.  But Jesus puts this man with dropsy in front of them.  And puts the question to them.  Can I heal him on the Sabbath?  Their answer would have been no – dropsy is not immediately deadly – so don’t “work” on the Sabbath.  But you can see the scene.  The man knowing that Jesus has the power looking around at this high status people half begging with his eyes and Jesus looking at each face as he scans the room.  Will a single one of these high status people challenge Jesus?  And the faces turning from one to the other and away from Jesus as they all remain silent, and in the silence admit Jesus’ authority as a teacher and healer.  And Jesus healed the man – and sent him away – which is a wimpy translation.  Jesus healed the man and freed him.
Gospel
Jesus healed the man and freed him.  All those high-status people who ascribed to him no status.  Jesus freed him of their view.  The great thirst that went with the disease, Jesus freed him from that.  And Jesus turns to the table guests – just as thirsty for status as the diseased man was for water – and tells them I can do the same for you.

When you are invited to a wedding feast – take the lowest seat.  Then the host will come and say “friend, move up higher.”  If you are giving a party – don’t invite those who can repay.  Invite those who can’t – the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind.  Don’t invite those who just by being there will increase your status.  Invite those who don’t have any status to give you.  When you do that you will be blessed, you will be repaid at the resurrection of the just.
The human economy runs on quid pro quo.  We buy things to signal status.  We look at each other for affirmation of our status.  We give and get expecting repayment.  Those who can’t repay or can’t help are either in our debt or never considered.  But Jesus is talking about the wedding feast, the resurrection of the just.  In the Kingdom of God, there is only one person who can give status – the Father alone.   And the Father has chosen to give the Kingdom to the crucified.  The Father has chosen to give the good news to the poor, the blind, the dead.   We can remain enslaved to the human economy, chained to the games of status and hierarchy and looking for confirmation from others.  Or we can be freed, freed to look to God the Father alone.  Free to have the host of the wedding feast call us friend.
We can play and lose the perpetual game here – there is nothing thirstier than the man with dropsy.  Or we can humble ourselves and let the Father do all the work.  The work he started when he called Jesus out of that grave – the resurrection of the just.  At His resurrection we were blessed.  We were freed from sin and death and the devil.  We were freed from everything that bound us.  We were freed to rely on divine providence and grace.  Freed to get our status from the Father alone who wants us to call in the poor, the lame, the blind to the same wedding feast.  The feast we have a foretaste of here.  The one completed at the resurrection of everyone.
Gospel in the Kitchen

A coda specific to today.   So many of the bible’s ways of talking about and demonstrating the Kingdom include meals. So many of the important events are around the table and the kitchen: Cana, the feedings of 5000 and 4000, the parables of the wedding banquet like today’s text, Mary and Martha, the last supper, the early church appointing Stephen, the old testament elders going up Mt. Sinai to eat with the Lord, and the list could go on.    Families gather around the table and in kitchen.  Today we are going to bless our newly renovated kitchen.  This communion meal celebrated at the altar is the foretaste of the resurrection, but just as at the Transfiguration, we are encouraged to go down the mountain, to live out our new status and revelation in the midst of the poor, the blind, and the lame calling them to the same meal and revelation.  It is appropriate and a good gospel signifier for a church to have a warm and welcoming kitchen.  And this congregation has a certain Charisma about food and the kitchen – from fish, to beef, to Lenten or Advent meals to one of the loudest coffee hours I’ve been a part of.  So that is the invitation and the instruction from the Lord.  We have a beautiful kitchen, go and call everyone in.  May this kitchen long be the gathering spot of a family reflecting the grace and status of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Amen.  
