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28th August 2016 
Hebrews 13.1-8, 15-16
Luke 14.1,7-14                 First and Last

Gracious God, we thank you for your word in scripture and made flesh in the Lord Jesus Christ.  Help us now to catch your voice and speak, we pray, to our hearts and minds.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.

There is a conversation that I’m pretty sure never took place at Rio on any medal podium.  ‘Hey – you with the bronze down there, fancy changing places and swapping it for my gold up here?’


Life just isn’t like that – nor, we might understandable argue should it be.  So what could Jesus mean when he says in today’s gospel: The first shall be last and the last first?  And why would anyone think that jumping the queue or loosing what was rightfully yours is a characteristic of the Kingdom of God.


This morning let’s try unpacking one of Jesus’ most famous sayings

Perhaps we ought to begin by considering its context – that is where and when Jesus said it – for it all happened the night he was invited to dinner with the Pharisees.


It’s significant that Jesus finds himself a guest at a Pharisee’s table.

You didn’t normally get that sort of invitation if you weren’t thought of as being – what’s the phrase – ‘one of us’.  


We so often treat the Scribes and Pharisees of the gospels like the Pantomime baddies.  We ‘boo’ at them whenever they pop up in the narrative.

Yet these were spiritual leaders, guardians of cherished traditions and teachers whose sermons fostered a consciousness of national identity.

They were not bad people – they were fellow seekers after truth, sincere and committed believers who cherished scripture.


And at the start of today’s lectionary reading there is just the hint – by the mere presence of Jesus at their table, that some Pharisees at least initially saw Jesus as one of them – ritually clean, spiritually devout and scripturally orthodox.


But then the penny drops and the cracks appear – this Rabbi called Jesus from Nazareth isn’t an orthodox traditionalist but an ‘out of the box’ thinker.  He doesn’t reject Torah – he debates it – (nothing wrong with that because that was a rabbinic tradition) – but then he radically re-applies it, deepens its scope, and broadens its application.  And suddenly your dinner guest becomes an uncomfortable – even threatening presence around the table and you start to wonder if he really is ‘one of us’ after all.


You know it’s often more difficult to disagree with friends than it is with enemies.


We can have a sugary version of friendship that precludes debate and flinches at disagreement.  


It takes a certain wisdom, alongside patience to raise an alternative point of view around the family meal table, to bring another viewpoint in an Elder’s debate or just to say you don’t quite hold the same opinion as your friend as you drink that cup of coffee together in Costa.


I once chaired a congregational meeting in which it became obvious there were at least two viewpoints to be taken on the matter before us. We let the debate run its course – nobody was muzzled, the church leaders didn’t railroad through a motion, we stuck it out – listening to each other and then we made a collective judgement.

To be honest it wasn’t the happiest evening of the week – nor the easiest to chair.  When passions run high it’s difficult to keep tempers low.

Yet the following morning I had the most surprising of phone calls.


A lady, a non-church member, who’d been at the meeting the night before phoned me and said she now wanted to become a church member.  


‘Really’, I said, ‘after last night’s meeting?’  - ‘oh yes,’ she replied, ‘actually because of last night’s meeting!’


You see she had been impressed that a congregation like ours was willing to struggle with the reality of holding different opinions.  That, rather than sweep them under the carpet, from time to time we would give time and space for them to be aired – so that we might – as friends – disagree – yet remain in fellowship.


It’s not easy – it’s something we probably should be better at than we are – to hold our central truths in common yet respect each other enough to realise there is often more than one way to live out and express those truths.


Seems to me that for some Pharisees, at least, that was simply something they couldn’t do with Jesus.


Anyway he’s come round for dinner and of course things must be done properly and that meant the seating plan had to be right.

You know the feeling – you are at a Wedding Reception and one of the keys to whether or not you are going to enjoy the next three hours all hangs on who you are sitting next to. I can just imagine the dread of some guests when they see it’s me – I mean, what can you talk to a vicar about for more than five minutes!


In Jesus’ world the seating plan of any meal – from a family lunch to a community celebration was set in stone.  Your standing, your status, your achievements, your recognition within the structure of society mattered.  Far from being informal communities these were rigidly organised ones and where you sat at table publicly indicated just how important you were. 
 


I read the other day that a few years ago the Queen updated the Order of Precedence in the Royal Family – this isn’t the same as the Order of Succession – this is an internal family thing that sets out who goes into dinner first – I’m sure you do the same in your family!


Well, that’s exactly what happened in the communities where Jesus lived – every year people went up or down on the list and it mattered.


So it’s against this deeply prescribed background that Jesus makes his radical remarks about the first shall be last and the last first.

You can imagine the apoplexy it caused his hosts.  


Now what he wasn’t saying was – act humbly, be retiring and accept last place and then you’ll bound to be honoured with a higher place.  If he was saying that – well he would simply be advocating a rather crafty way to get on in life – a strategy of false modesty which might bring increased opportunities.


Most of the parables in Luke are there to illustrate what the Kingdom of God might look like – so this isn’t a narrative just about good table manners.


In essence Jesus is saying – in God’s Kingdom – status, wealth or power don’t get you that automatic seat at the top table.

No one has inevitable and automatic rights over anyone else when it comes to the love and grace of this generous God.


You know whenever we do a favourite hymn sing at LunchBreak someone always chooses All Things Bright and Beautiful – which is a shame because it isn’t in Rejoice and Sing.


Written by an Irish Bishop’s wife, Mrs Alexander, it contains a verse which isn’t, of course, today printed in any hymn book – the one that says: The rich man in his castle, the poor man at his gate, God made them high and lowly and ordered their estate.


No, no, no.  All Things Bright and Beautiful is a lovely hymn but we simply don’t believe that about God –and neither, I think did Jesus.

The first shall be last and the last first – it was never meant to be taken literally or as a crafty strategy for self-advancement – it was simply Jesus breaking out of the claustrophobic pre-conceptions of his day and challenging the way we value and view people.

Of course people who study hard deserve first class degrees, of course people who work hard merit promotion – and if the Mayor came to church I’d ask him or her to sit at the front as a sign of respect for being the first citizen of our town.


But in any community which seeks to be fashioned by the values of the Kingdom of God we rejoice when say here at church our Eldership represents a cross section of society in terms of professions and ages.  We rejoice that the only invitation we extend at communion is take the bread and wine if you are sincerely seeking God, regardless what stage of the journey you are on.  We rejoice when people request Church Membership and we don’t ask them how much can they put in the offering or what jobs can they do on a rota – we say ‘welcome’ – come and join us as fellow pilgrims on a journey together.


A hymn we hardly dare sing at church has the haunting refrain – ‘All are welcome, all are welcome in this place’ and isn’t that the essence of what Jesus was saying with that memorable one liner: The first shall be last and the last first – God’s Kingdom challenges us to be generous and inclusive in the way we treat each other.


This theme of showing generous hospitality is carried over into the Hebrews reading set for today.


We are at the end of this letter and its unknown author seems to bolt on chapter 13 as a sort of after-thought.  After so much theoretical debate about the nature of faith it’s as if we are being told – ‘this is what it looks like in practice.

In many ways the end of Hebrews is like many other New Testament letters which all end with practical and down to earth exhortations.


Hebrews concludes with the theme of mutual love as a fundamental characteristic of the Church.


Hospitality was important in those early days – preachers and missionaries would regularly be in town, as would people passing through on the trade routes.  Offering these folk a place at the table, welcoming them in as brothers and sisters became one of the strongest features of early church life.


One hundred years after the resurrection this is how Aristedes describes the Church: They love one another, and from widows they do not turn away their esteem, and they deliver the orphan from him who treats him harshly. And he who has gives to him who has not without boasting.  And when they see a stranger they take him into their homes and rejoice over him like a brother.


Indeed one commentator I’ve read this week says this was about practicing ‘Fictive Family’ relationships.  I’ve never heard that phrase before – I think it’s the idea that these strangers and visitors, these widows and orphans may not belong to your actual family – but in an attempt to show mutual love and hospitality these early Christians treated them like family nevertheless. I rather like the idea of us practicing ‘fictive family’ relationships too – that is considering each other as sisters and brothers - a family of God.

Indeed just two hundred years after the resurrection it’s recorded that the Emperor Julian was so impressed by Christian hospitality that he advocated it be copied by those who ran Roman shrines and temples throughout the Empire.

So in Hebrews this net of mutual love encompasses those on the margins be they widows, orphans or those in prison. This is faith in action and it’s an outworking of Jesus’ exhortation that the last shall be first.



In closing I thought I might just share with you three stories which go some way in illustrating this saying of Jesus – they are stories about inclusion – they are stories about love – they are simply stories which say something about the way we treat people who don’t make it to the front of the queue.


The first comes from my eldest son’s Graduation earlier this summer from The London School of Theology. As you’d expect it was an occasion full of congratulations and ‘well dones’.  Yet one or two students had obviously failed. Rather than exclude them the college included them in this ceremony – they wore academic robes but not hoods and when they went up for the handshake the wording that introduced them was ever so slightly different – so much so that you didn’t immediately realise they hadn’t passed.  Their Mums and Dads stood alongside them for the photos afterwards and the preacher that afternoon mentioned that failing after working hard, or because a personal crisis had got in the way wasn’t anything to be ashamed of.  It was all done so discreetly yet so pastorally and it spoke volumes about the Christian ethos at the centre of LST.


The second story is, in a way, far less serious, yet for me much more personal.


Over the last two weeks during our holiday we’ve walked everyday on Exmoor and guess who’s been the last one up every hill?!  On more than one occasion I have been deeply touched by my youngest son who would say – ‘everyone stop – let’s wait for Dad – and then he’d proclaim: a team is only as strong as its weakest member!’ There are precious moments that family banter provide and as I huffed and puffed up Dunkery Beacon last week that was one of them – and as I heard that encouragement it really did feel like the last becoming first.


And the concluding story goes back to the Olympic theme with which I started this talk.


In 2012 we attended the first day of track and field events at the London Olympics.  We roared with growing enthusiasm as the runners competed in the heats – and when a British athlete stretched over the line coming first deafening and jubilant cheers filled the stadium.


But as the morning wore on another phenomenon took over.  

Sometimes as long as five minutes after the race was won the last person crossed the line.  A person who had struggled.  A person often from a forgotten country with no funding for sport. A person who had been brave enough to compete in but also to complete the race.  They were last.  Yet every time that happened this 80,000 strong crowd rose to its feet and gave them a gigantic cheer as loud as the winner’s.  It really was a tremendously touching and moving moment.  Humanity at its very best.


Of course we are called to recognise talent and honour effort but…we are never called to be elitist.  The character of the gospel is inclusive and the outworking of love is encouragement. For that is surely the essence of what Jesus was saying in that memorable phrase: The first shall be last and the last first.


May it be so in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen


Ian Green Minehead 25th August 2016
