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Sacrifice Sacrificing Others!

On the Sabbath Jesus is invited to the home of a leader of the Pharisees to eat a meal.  At this point Jesus is still a celebrity and he is granted social equality with the communities ruling elite.  However, already these community leaders are feeling wary around him for reasons they can’t quite put their finger on.  Somehow he seems to be coming from a place “other” than the usual, the normal, the conventional and the predictable.  They decide to invite him but watch him closely.  

While they are watching him, he watches them. This is not one of those happy, carefree dinners where all the guests feel warm, included and relaxed.  No, this is a dinner party full of intrigue, rivalry and jockeying for position, like a scene from Jane Austin’s, Pride and Prejudice  where everyone whispers around a food-filled Victorian banquet table.  

Jesus, becoming an anthropologist of sorts, notices how the guests choose where they will sit and decides to tell them a story.  He starts out with a bit of conventional wisdom—common sense advice for smart behavior in hierarchical situations where you want to avoid being shamed.  Don’t sit at a place higher than your rank because if you do you may be asked to move to a lesser place and how embarrassing is that.  No, sit at the lowest place so that when the host comes along and sees you they will say, “Friend, move up higher, then you will be honored in the presence of all who sit at the table with you.”  


See how aware we are of each other.  Whether we know it or not we are almost always aware of the audience—it’s not bad, it is part of being human.  We constantly see ourselves through the eye of the other.  This may be the Sabbath, a day of rest but these people are all restlessly jockeying for position.

Laura and I went to a funeral a while ago.  We were ushered near the front in the full church to the place reserved for clergy who had vested for the funeral for a colleague.  However, we were in street cloths.  The church filled up and more unvested clergy joined our contingent at the front.  Suddenly the funeral officiate came to our section and said “you have to move, there is not enough room for those who have vested who will be processing in.”  If we moved now everyone would see us, even the bishop, and we might not even fit in the full sanctuary.  Much to our relief, the official then changed his mind and said we could stay.

Yes, we are very aware of each other.  Who is “in” and who is “out” and how we all rank is critically important in our status conscious world.  It’s how we organize ourselves, how we value ourselves and it’s what keeps the peace; sort-of, after a fashion.  We cannot all sit at the head table so we must decide who will sit there.  Ranking is supposed to lessen our tendency to fight with each other over who gets to be upfront.   
But in our modern world, ranking isn’t working so well anymore.  With access to television, computers and the internet we all get to see what the rich and the famous are doing and seeing it, we want it too no matter what our station in life.  With the old protections against rivalry dissolving, we now are in rivalry with everyone.  Anthropologists are calling our modern era “hyper-mimetic.”  The poorest peasant in a shack with a television can see into the homes of the well-to-do and unless they have some Jesus-centered perspective, it makes them unhappy with their lives.  Consequently more people are restless and dissatisfied and we see the consequences everywhere in the world.   This is just how the world works and Jesus understands this.  

Back to our party; I am certain every socially adept person at the dinner tracked perfectly with Jesus as he gives them practical advice on how to avoid embarrassment.  But then Jesus throws in an extra sentence, the clinker, the ping pong ball with reverse spin.  He says, “For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.”  He doesn’t seem to be saying it’s wrong to want to be exalted.  No, it’s what we need to do to be exalted that causes the problem. Jesus says we have to be willing to humble ourselves if we want to be exalted. He shows a pathway to exaltation that goes right through the swamp of a humbling of some sort.  Bummer!  

One evening Laura and I watched “America’s Got Talent”.  A song entitled “Get Out of my Way” caught our attention.  The words to the song were “Get out of my way” and the song had few lyrics except that phrase repeated again and again.  The singer was a sexy woman in a long white dress with a golden serpent running down the front of her toga.  As she sang, male dancers holding chairs in front of them in defensive postures kept getting out of her way.  She, in the course of the song, vanquished them and as the song ends they come in without their chairs and lift her high above them.  They are now her subjects and she their queen.  All this happened because she strongly believed in her right to have power over those around her.   Her message was quite the opposite of “all who exalt themselves will be humbled.  It was “all who exalt themselves shall triumph and lord it over their foes.”

But Jesus said, “All who exalt themselves will be humbled.”  The truth is we have to be humbled for such group destroying self-promotion can only lead to strife and tension—the absence of peace.  The song is a fantasy of domination that cannot work.  All it can give is a temporary and false impression of security based on dominance.  Anything that sets us above our neighbor and in triumph over them cannot be “the fruit of lips that confess his name.”

No, Jesus has another way.  The writer of Hebrews, having been formed in Jesus’ way, describes it like this:  “Let mutual love continue.  Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers….remember those who are in prison…those who are tortured.  Let marriage be held in honor by all…keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have.  Say with confidence, “The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid. What can anyone do to me?”   This is a message quite the opposite of “get out of my way” and offers a source of security quite at odds with dominance.  
The writer of Hebrews concludes with:  “Through him (Jesus), then, let us continually offer a sacrifice of Praise to God.”  What a beautiful and ennobling thing.  In this Jesus-like move we sacrifice sacrificing others and instead praise God who loves us all. 
Postscript  #1:  In the spirit of offering a sacrifice of praise to God who loves us all, and not a sacrifice of human lives to the angry god of War, I want to read an open letter to President Barak Obama concerning our temptation to commit violence in Syria.  Michael Hardin wrote it yesterday, August 30th, 2013 and put it on his Facebook page.  I have edited it just a bit.
Dear Mr. President,
Like you and the world I was shocked at the use of chemical weapons in Syria this week. Like you, Secretary of State John Kerry and others in your administration, I sensed that a corner had been turned that a line had been crossed. However as an average ordinary citizen I am concerned about the reports that send conflicting information about the motives and means of who was behind this attack. It is not clear to me, nor was it clear to the British Parliament that military action is required at this point. 

Inasmuch as you have a Christian background, I urge you to reconsider your theological heritage and remember that just two days ago you spoke about the legacy of one of the greatest Americans who ever lived, Martin Luther King Jr. Dr. King stood firmly against the war in Viet Nam and we know how that ended. Dr. King chose to follow in the steps, not of R. Niebuhr, but of the Prince of Peace, Jesus.

You may, as you said in your Nobel Prize speech feel that war is a legitimate instrument. However, you have been misled both by Niebuhrian ethics as well as the justification for the use of violence in certain liberation theologies. One searches the Gospels in vain for justification of war; indeed one searches the New Testament in vain for the use of violence as a tool in the Kingdom of God. As a Christian brother I urge you to rethink your faith and heritage. I beg you to read the Sermon on the Mount again tonight. I ask you to consider how many times Jesus called for peacemaking and how peacemakers will be called 'the children of God.' 
Please pray about this. Jesus is the Lord.   
Sincerely Yours, 
Michael Hardin.
Postscript #2:  President Obama has decided to refrain from attacking Syria until he is granted approval from Congress.  Now Congress must participate in throwing the first stone.  Remember the story about the woman caught in the very act of adultery.  Is this in any way like that?
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