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Oil & Wine Twenty-second Sunday in Ordinary Time 29 August 2010

• Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) 3:17-18, 20, 28-29  • Ps 68 (67):4-7, 10-11  • Heb 12:18-19, 22-24a  • Luke 14:1, 7-14

We often hear the cliché, “You are what you eat…” Today’s gospel could add: “…and how and why you eat.” Cocktails over lunch to begin a business deal; champagne and oysters to preface romance; birthday and wedding parties centred on an elaborately decorated cake; the humble cup of tea or coffee shared for friendship’s sake; and, sadly, binge drinking as acceptable socialising although an often tragic preface to violence and injury – eating is an essential aspect of human interaction and communication. It is a ‘consuming passion,’ as a book published thirty years ago and whose title has been reinvented in a popular TV cooking series, describes our relationship with food. 
But different cultures also have different social and religious rituals for eating that are passionately adhered to. In 1st century Palestinian society’s, honour and shame were powerful social influences. Meals affirmed the status of the participants, and so the guests invited were usually people of the same social rank as their host. A seed of suspicion is sown in the very first verse of today’s gospel. Jesus has been invited to a sabbath meal at the house of a leading Pharisee, but “they were watching him.” Luke uses the same word for ‘watching’ in the blatantly hostile context of spying (Luke 6:7) and trying to trap Jesus (Luke 20:20) in some ritual infringements, so this invitation is far from a positive gathering for a meal of equals. Unfortunately, the lectionary omits Luke 14:2-6 which is really necessary to the context of the rest of the reading. “And then…,” suddenly, a man suffering from dropsy appears before Jesus. Whether this man is a ‘plant’ by the Pharisees to provoke Jesus to violate the sabbath by healing a non-life threatening illness (since only such healings were permitted by the Jewish law on the sabbath), or whether he has heard where Jesus is and presents himself of his own initiative to Jesus’ compassion, we are not told. Neither Jesus nor the sick man speaks to one another, but Jesus heals the man and lets him go, not wishing him to be the butt of any controversy. The only words Jesus does speak are addressed are to the lawyers and Pharisees, questioning them about the legitimacy of such a law when obviously they would free one of their animals if it fell into a well on the sabbath. To emphasise the truth of his own position, Jesus does not give a lecture on the law; rather, he appeals to the best human instincts of the guests. If they would rescue an animal, how much more should they be willing to liberate a human being from the bondage of sickness? A heavy silence hangs over the table.
To criticise one’s host, was considered a shameful act that would discredit both the host and the guest, so the silence that follows the healing of the man with dropsy, and the challenging question about its acceptance, is broken more subtly by Jesus. As the  ‘first course’ of the meal, he tells two stories, serves the guests “a parable,” says Luke, thus indicating that more is at stake than just social commentary. Jesus, too, has been watching the competitiveness of those who jockey for the best seats at table, and so he speaks of a wedding banquet (frequently a gospel image of the kingdom of God) at which a guest takes a high and honourable place at the table. But to presume self-importance is great foolishness, and such a self-promoter will be shamed before everyone when asked by his host to make way for more honourable guests. Yet we must not confuse attitudes of false humility and passive resignation with the gospel ethic of taking the last place. Those at the top and bottom of the social ladder will only meet when the disadvantaged are empowered by advocacy, education, and just health and economic services to climb up to a more equitable future, and the affluent relinquish some of their privileges to come down and share with the poor.
In his second parable, Jesus criticizes the generosity of obligation, the ‘You scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours” attitude. Again, the issue of honour and shame is at stake. If you accepted an invitation in the Mediterranean world, you were expected to reciprocate in kind. To invite people who could not return the favour was regarded as cultural suicide, as a host who associated with people of lower status than himself would be shunned by his social equals. But Jesus has no hesitation in criticizing a host who draws up his guest list according to such obligations. The return invitation that is important is the one offered by God at the end time to the hosts of the poor who will be welcomed with their disadvantaged sisters and brothers into the lavish and eternal hospitality of the kingdom’s banquet. To have been socially crippled or culturally dispossessed because of concern for outcasts, will then be rewarded by their feasting together.
To Christian ears, the mention of any table event also has eucharistic overtones. Jesus begins with “When you are invited…”, and today we are invited to the table and into the parables. The invitation challenges us and raises questions for the contemporary church – which we are. As we look around the church, who might we say is missing from the guest list? What about those who are divorced and remarried, who come regularly to the church on Sundays, but cannot come to the table? Do those at our eucharistic gathering reflect the economic or multicultural realities of our society? Where are the young people? Will we ever find our way to inclusive ecumenical companionship, and do we even want it?
The first reading from the Book of Sirach (or Ecclesiasticus) and the gospel are obviously good companions. Sirach reminds us that it is not one’s significant social or intellectual status that is to be automatically condemned, but the way in which one uses these gifts. The person regarded as a sage should be wise and gentle in behaviour, and this is advice from a teacher who knows the temptation to intellectual pride and intolerance. A patronising attitude devalues the human dignity of the one so treated, while a humble attitude acknowledges that we all share a common humanity, expressed in various ways, yet always to be respected. A humble attitude, says Sirach, should be characteristic of religious scholars, not in a pseudo self-deprecating manner, but because of their honest appreciation that through their knowledge they know the truth about the limitations of their own humanity when this is compared to the all-embracing wisdom and love of God, the giver of all our gifts. Pride is a terminal spiritual illness for which the best preventative medicine is a receptive heart and attentive ear that enable a person to hear and reflect on wisdom, whenever and by whomsoever it is spoken.
We respond to the first reading with verses from Ps 68 (67). This is a ‘battle psalm’ that remembers how God led the Hebrews victoriously out of Egyptian slavery into freedom. Yet God is named, not in militaristic language, but with the gentle nomenclature of “Father of the poor, defender of the widow,” befriender of the homeless and lonely, quencher of their thirst and provider for their hunger. This song belongs to all the beleaguered people who experience today the attacks of personal and structural opposition, yet remember and live in hope because of the victorious love of God that has come to the world most definitively in Christ.
The Letter to the Hebrews expands on this divine gentleness of God shown us in Jesus. No longer are we gathered at the foot of Mount SInai as people of the Mosaic covenant, but in Jesus we are now gathered into the intimacy of “first-born sons and daughters” in the new and heavenly Jerusalem, Mount Zion. This is the destination to which Jesus leads his faithful followers. 
The words that we hear in today’s gospel: “All who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted,” are the words that Benedict chose to put at the beginning of his chapter “On Humility” (RB 7.1). All the following words of Benedict, another wise sage, are therefore under obedience to these gospel words, and in fact his reference to scripture in nearly every verse of this demanding chapter underlines the truth that Benedict gives priority to the word of God for our understanding and progress in the way of humility. Humility is hospitable and makes room for others at the table of life. Humble people know that they are not perfect. As Michael Casey OCSO remarks, humble people wisely accept both the gifts and the limitations that come from their nature or personal history. Chapter 7 of the Rule is, therefore, basically about right relationships: with God, with others, and with oneself. Jesus’ parables, like those we hear in today’s lectionary readings, often challenge us with radical ethical reversals. Perhaps we might reread “On Humility,” reflecting on the biblical texts and the behaviour reversals that, in his wisdom, Benedict uses to help us climb the ladder of humility and reach the kingdom.   
