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Pentecost 9

July 25, 2010

Genesis 18: 20-32 & Luke 11:1-13

“Proper hospitality”

I wonder if Genesis 18: 1-19 should have been paired with this text because it shows the importance of hospitality in ancient middle east.

In a nomadic culture hospitality was a matter of life or death.  To refuse hospitality was disgraceful.  That fact is important if we want to understand the parable that Jesus told in Luke 11.

[read Luke 11:5-8]

the word in verse 8 that the NRSV translates “persistence” really means: “a lack of sensitivity to what is proper.”  It could be translated with “Insolence, audacity, impudence or shamelessness.”

Let us understand this parable this way: the sleeper should be ashamed for refusing a neighbor’s request.”

The hospitality code demanded that you help a neighbor, even if it was in the middle of the night and it caused a great inconvenience to you and your family.  It was your duty!!

The petitioner threatens to embarrass the sleeper.  By morning the entire village would know of his refusal to provide hospitality.  So, the sleeper gives in, not because of the persistence of the petitioner, but because he wants to avoid public exposure as a shamefully, in-hospitable person.

So what does this all mean?

It means that we should re-examine the story in Genesis 18.  

Is it proper to read this story as an example of Abraham’s excellent negotiation skills?

Perhaps…because Abraham knew the “code.”

Look at how Abraham approaches the Lord.

Genesis 18:23-25 

    Then Abraham came near and said, "Will you indeed sweep away the righteous with the wicked? [24] Suppose there are fifty righteous within the city; will you then sweep away the place and not forgive it for the fifty righteous who are in it? [25] Far be it from you to do such a thing, to slay the righteous with the wicked, so that the righteous fare as the wicked! Far be that from you! Shall not the Judge of all the earth do what is just?" 
Upon what does Abraham base his appeal?

Not the human consequence of the destruction of the cities.  Not upon any favor the Lord may owe him.  Not even upon the goodness of Lot…but upon the goodness of the Lord, and preserving the Lord’s image as a righteous judge.

“Shall not the Judge of all the earth do what is just?”

Abraham simply rests upon the character of the Lord as a good and righteous judge.  We may read this as an incredible bargain narrative, but it is simply Abraham relying upon God to be righteous.

That is basically what Jesus tells his disciples when they ask him to give them a prayer that will identify them and mark them as a unique community.  He starts the prayer with something that would have been shameful in his day: calling the Almighty by the familiar, personal, paternal name that children used for their earthly fathers.  Some have translated it as “daddy” and perhaps that is scandalous for us.

What Jesus is reminding his disciples is that all we need to do is to trust in the goodness of our heavenly Father.  We don’t need to bargain, or live better, or achieve more so that our Father will listen to us.  Luther reminds us in his explanation of the Lord’s Prayer that our heavenly Father knows what we need even before we ask.

Luke 11:11-13 

    Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for a fish, will give a snake instead of a fish? [12] Or if the child asks for an egg, will give a scorpion? [13] If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!" 

This past week I came back from vacation.  It usually takes a while to catch up with what has transpired over the past three weeks.

· any news on the Sunday School Superintendent?

· How is VBS looking?

· What did council do at its July meeting about adding staff?

· What has the Task Force been up to?

· What would happen with the outdoor concert for  Ki Chi Saga days?

· Any news on how the youth missionaries are doing?

· What’s up with Relay for Life?

· And…above all else…how are our “wounded” doing?

I read through the update list of our prayer chain and it felt like someone had punched me in the gut!  There were new, and serious, cancer diagnosis added to those of our family who are already fighting cancer.  Hospitalizations, chemo treatments, family/marriage problems, falls, seizures, …  It is sad to see how the faithful are suffering.  I certainly can understand people questioning God’s righteousness.

So it is good to work with these texts.

Why did Jesus need to give reassurance to the people that their heavenly Father would give them good gifts?  I suspect it was because they sometimes wondered if God really cared about them.  In the same way that some of us may wonder at times if God is really looking out for our best interest.

Jesus reassures us that our Heavenly Father does care about us and that it is good for us to ask God for what we desire, and to keep asking.  But ultimately it is not our asking or our bargaining that brings goodness to us…it is our relationship with God that brings goodness to us.  We are God’s children and God wants the best for his children.
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