
SERMON SERIES: DINNER WITH JESUS
“An Appetizer Of Compassion
Luke 14:1-6
          Sometimes when you plan a meal or a get-together you never quite know what to expect…  In the fall of 2000, as I was getting underway as the new youth pastor at Wesley Memorial United Methodist Church in Cleveland, I invited all the youth to the parsonage for a snack dinner.  It was a time to hang out, eat and get to know the youth better.  Well, one of the Junior High youth named David was very ADHD—and I don’t think he’d had his medication all day—or maybe all week!  At one point David gorged himself with celery sticks.  He just kept eating and eating and eating, one right after another, until they were all gone. Not long after that he went into the bathroom and proceeded to throw it all back up—beside the toilet.  We didn’t find this out until everyone had left.  Sometimes when you invite people into your home you never quite know what to expect.  And if you’re planning to invite Jesus to eat dinner, you should probably go ahead and throw out the etiquette and protocols, because Jesus has his own plans.
But that’s true in every part of our lives, isn’t it?
He enters our lives and begins to involve himself in our plans.  It’s the way of Jesus: he meets us where we are but refuses to allow us to stay in that place.  His desire is that our lives become more like his.  I invite you to turn to our Scripture reading, Luke 14:1-6.  Today we’re beginning a three week sermon series entitled “Dinner With Jesus.”  The focus of this series was a dinner party that Jesus attended, and through it we’ll discover some things that will help prepare us for our “A Hope And A Future” weekend this fall.  Let’s look at our Scripture reading:
1-3One time when Jesus went for a Sabbath meal with one of the top leaders of the Pharisees, all the guests had their eyes on him, watching his every move.  Right before him there was a man hugely swollen in his joints.  So Jesus asked the religion scholars and Pharisees present, “Is it permitted to heal on the Sabbath?  Yes or no?”
4-6They were silent.  So he took the man, healed him, and sent him on his way.  Then he said, “Is there anyone here who, if a child or animal fell down a well, wouldn’t rush to pull him out immediately, not asking whether or not it was the Sabbath?”  They were stumped. There was nothing they could say to that.
Luke begins by telling us Jesus went “for a Sabbath meal with one of the top religious leaders of the Pharisees.”  Jesus may have taught in the synagogue that day.  He was traveling through on his way to Jerusalem, and it was proper to offer visiting rabbis an opportunity to speak in the synagogues.  And afterward, it was customary to show hospitality by inviting the rabbi to a meal.

But there were two more subtle reasons why this invitation was extended.  First, the Pharisees as a group were always seeking more power.  If they could persuade someone like Jesus to align with them—to endorse their perspectives and support their positions--they could increase their influence even more.
The second reason Jesus was invited centered on the issue of reciprocity.  Reciprocity—or reciprocating—is doing something for someone because they have done something for you.  We often phrase it, “You scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours.”  Reciprocity meant that if you were invited to a dinner like this, it was expected that the favor would be returned at a later date.  We still use reciprocity today: if someone invites you to their child’s wedding, you in turn invite them to your child’s wedding.  If you invited someone to your child’s birthday party, it’s an unspoken expectation that the other family will invite your child to their birthday party.
Now this wasn’t the first time in Luke’s gospel that Jesus dined with the religious elite.  During a dinner party in Luke 7:36 he was anointed by a sinful woman; and in Luke 11:37, the Pharisees got riled at Jesus for not washing his hands according to their traditions.  In each instance those dinner parties got a bit tense and heated--so much so that you’d think they might’ve stopped inviting Jesus to dinner!  But as verse 1 states…all the guests had their eyes on him, watching his every move.  Jesus had been invited yet again so they might catch him in a slip-up.

At this particular dinner party was a man who was as out of place as a penguin in a desert: Right before him there was a man hugely swollen in his joints.  Some translations describe his condition as “dropsy,” which is a general term for an excessive amount of fluid in the body tissues.  It was not a disease but a bodily malfunction.

It’s important for us to understand that meals in the New Testament served pivotal social functions.  For people like the Pharisees and the social elite, meals served to show ritual purity—who was “in,” who was “out.”  Meals fostered existing bonds of community--“people like us”—and they advertised and reinforced the social hierarchy.

So under any normal circumstance, this poor, swollen man wouldn’t be there.  He probably couldn’t reciprocate the favor of being invited, and his very presence polluted the ritual purity of the Pharisees.  He was a plant so they could trap Jesus.

But his presence and his condition elicited compassion in Jesus.  “Is it permitted to heal on the Sabbath?  Yes or no?” he asked.  The religious leaders, however, kept their mouths shut.  If they said, ‘NO, it is not lawful…,’ they would play right into Jesus’s hands; they would embarrass themselves and damage their reputation.  But if they said ‘YES, it is lawful…,’ then they would be guilty of not offering aid and comfort.  What was intended as a trap for Jesus swiftly turned into a trap for the Pharisees!  Jesus wasn’t stomping on the Sabbath law.  He was challenging the Pharisees’ interpretation and observation of it.
So Jesus reached out and healed the man with the health problem, and then commented on the situation: “Is there anyone here who, if a child or animal fell down a well, wouldn’t rush to pull him out immediately, not asking whether or not it was the Sabbath?”  In other words, if it was someone or something YOU valued, you’d do everything possible to help.  But, Jesus was suggesting, the Pharisees didn’t really care about others.  They were so wrapped up in their interpretations and rituals that they had lost their compassion.  Tradition and proper appearance had replaced sensitivity to others.

The correct observation of religious rules and orthodox doctrine means nothing if there is no compassion for other people.  If we do not care about others who do not know Jesus Christ--if we do not care about people’s needs outside our own group--then we are lacking in compassion.
Did you know there’s a difference between compassion and sympathy?  Sympathy says, “Oh, I’m so sorry about your situation.”  Compassion says, “Oh, I’m so sorry about your situation.  How can I help you?”  Compassion goes one step beyond sympathy.
In a  former appointment we had a small food pantry that operated on Tuesday mornings.  Shannon, our administrative assistant, would often help people after hours when they came into the office.  She was sympathetic to their situations and needs, but always went beyond just feeling sorry for them to offering practical assistance: compassion.
          Compassion got Jesus in a lot of trouble.  Compassion led him to heal when the Pharisees said it was inappropriate.  Compassion caused him to feed the multitudes when they had nothing to eat.  Compassion caused him to teach the people because they were “…like sheep without a shepherd” (Matthew 9:36).  The compassion of Jesus for the weak, downtrodden, outcast and marginalized offended the religious leaders because Jesus routinely hung around with “those people.”  
          The compassion of Jesus is the compassion of the Father.  “For this is how God loved the world: He gave his one and only Son, so that everyone who believes in him will not perish but have eternal life.  God sent his Son into the world not to judge the world, but to save the world through him” (John 3:16-17).  Just as we feel sorry for our children and grandchildren when they are sick or hurting—and we want to do everything we can to make them feel better—so God saw a world of his creation--filled with those made in his image--who were sick and hurting.  And he wanted to do everything he could to make them better.
          He sent Jesus, carrying his compassion on his sleeve, to remind the religious leaders—and every individual person—that it’s not about rules and laws or methods and doctrines.  It’s about compassion.

          Compassion is difficult; compassion is messy.  Just ask Jesus.  Compassion earns you the scowls of the religious uppity-ups and the gratitude of the downtrodden.  In some instances, compassion can get you killed.  Just ask Jesus.
          But compassion is always the right choice.
          At dinner, Jesus displayed compassion to a roomful of men who had become calloused and blinded by their own superiority.  Jesus reminded them that every person is valuable—whether it is a child who falls in a well—or a man being used and manipulated for another’s benefit.
          Compassion is always the right call.

          In your bulletin this morning is an index card.  I’d like you to take your card and write on it one name—the name of someone that you need to reach out to in some way.  I don’t know what way it might be, or how you might do it, or when you might do it.  But you know of at least one person who needs your compassion, not just sympathy.  You know of at least one person you need to reach out to, pray for, invite to church.  Write that person’s name on your card.  Once you’ve done that, I’d like you to take your card home with you and pray for that person every day this week.

          Bring your card back with you next Sunday!  Keep it in your Bible or other item you bring to church with you.  We’ll be using them again next week.

          Write one person’s name that you need to reach out to on your card.  Take your card home and pray over it every day.  Bring your card back next Sunday.  Any questions?

          Let us pray:

          Compassionate God—compassionate Christ—compassionate Holy Spirit—I want to thank you for this gathering of believers we call Soddy United Methodist Church, for they truly exemplify what it means to be compassionate.  I have seen them pray for strangers who walk in the door and offer practical assistance in order to meet needs.  They give generously to aid others through love offering, the Discretionary Fund, and our regular offering.  They make room at the table instead of saying “This table is full.”  They take people by the arm and show them the way; they place their hands on them and offer up prayers; they extend the same patience and grace to others that you have shown to them.
          Thank you for the blessing of serving among such compassionate people.  I pray for them: for healing where there is sickness, for wisdom where there are decisions to be made, for hope when there is uncertainty, for courage and boldness to draw others to your loving embrace.

          Blessed be your name, O God; from everlasting to everlasting you are compassionate and merciful, always worthy of our trust.  You are the King of our lives.  Be exalted, O God, in our words and deeds, that your name may be honored throughout our community.  Amen.
PAGE  
4

