Hebrew 11:1-3,8-16 and Luke 12:32-40

At the risk of sounding straight out of the sitcom Dad’s Army: “BE ALERT!” It reminds me of some graffiti I once saw on a wall. An official notice read “Be alert!”… and underneath was scrawled: “Britain needs lerts…” 
So are YOU a lert? Jesus wanted every disciple to be alert, every member of the crowd listening to his parables that day to be alert; to be ready, dressed for action. 

This is how a modern translation of the Bible recounts our part of Luke’s gospel: “Keep your shirts on; keep the lights on! Be like house servants waiting for their master to come back from his honeymoon, awake and ready to open the door when he arrives and knocks. Lucky the servants whom the master finds on the watch! He’ll put on an apron, sit them at the table, and serve them a meal, sharing his wedding feast with them. It doesn’t matter what time of the night he arrives… they’re awake- and so blessed!”

One description of “prayer” is like waiting outside the door of a king who might call you at any moment. The wise servant stays alert, ready to respond to whatever the monarch requires… poised for action.

When we pray, we’re being attentive to God; waiting on God, alert to whatever he may have to say to us… For our God does not keep silence. He is the God who calls...
Abraham found that out when he was just a boy called Abram. He grew up almost two thousand years before Christ in the part of the Middle East known as the Fertile Crescent. The son of a sheikh, with many herds of cattle, he learned to tend the animals alongside his father, who also taught him how to care for a family and servants, and how to be a leader. The family moved about seeking the best pastures until his father died and he became head of the family. As you’ll recall he was married, but with no children… and that was when Abram’s adventure began.

That’s when he heard God’s call; God’s voice telling him to set out for a new land, to pursue a dream of descendants and a new home. Abraham’s adventure became the story of the Jewish people and in turn our story because that one man’s adventure was also God’s adventure… taking a risk on us all. 
God chose Abraham and his descendants to be his messengers to the world. In their experience we recognise our God in action. Through one of Abraham’s offspring we actually met God in person. Abraham’s adventure was risky and so is God’s. With love there is always the risk of rejection, of love that’s not reciprocated. The happy-ever-after ending is still to come. But the adventure continues, and we can be part of it… if we are willing to be alert to what God is doing, and willing to travel along with our God. 
It takes a big leap of faith to set out on a promise. And “faith” is what the Letter to the Hebrews focuses on; showing how we foster the sort of faith which enables someone to cross continents, step out into the unknown… trusting God’s promises. 
The Letter to the Hebrews insists the main action is everywhere and always what God is doing; has done, is doing and will do for us. He it is, who has taken the initiative. The most crucial step was sending Jesus Christ, God made man, (one of Abraham’s descendents) to take his place in human history thanks to his mother Mary’s willingness to say “yes” to God.
Just as the angel sent to Mary opens with the words “Fear not,” so Jesus in our gospel passages from Luke this month is urging us not to worry! “Do not worry about your life” he says… Do not be afraid little flock” he goes on… (for emphasis, the first part of our gospel reading.. having been read to us as the end of last week’s reading is repeated this week!) Christ came to banish fear. The risen Lord Jesus comes to us still… today…to set us free… opening the door… to life in all its fullness.

If meaningful prayer is like hovering outside the door to the king’s throne… waiting with the bated breath for any summons… how much more wonderful is the news that God comes to knock on our door… to beseech us to join him and share that promised heavenly banquet?! 

But we have to want to be there. “Hell,” it is said, will consist of God eternally knocking on a closed door that we are struggling to hold shut. What an image: God knocking, like a parent begging a surly teenager to come out from behind that bedroom door and come down and join everyone for supper. 

If we habitually make ourselves impervious to love, continually shrinking from the cost of change… who knows if there might not, indeed, be such a condition of alienation called hell? Certainly in coming weeks we’ll read more pages of Luke which have Jesus arguing of the need to be alert… to the proper fear that the choices we make are capable of destroying us. 

Let’s stick for now with this passage for today, and not miss the extraordinary image of the master returning to his home and finding the servants awake. He then gladly sets about serving them! Talk about being blessed! In a complete reversal of roles… the master puts on an apron, gives the servants pride of place and fetches the best foods for them to enjoy. It’s completely upside down.  
Yet sounds familiar? It was the kind of servant leadership modelled by Jesus in the Upper Room, serving food, getting down on the floor to wash feet, to show the disciples just how God operates; self-emptying, self-giving, self-sacrificing love of the kind that throws all status aside for the sake of the beloved… that’s the kind of God who made us, and in whose image WE are made.   

There’s a best-selling Christian book out at the moment called “If You Meet George Herbert on the Road, Kill Him”… and it’s a tongue in cheek look at priesthood in the 21st century. George Herbert was the very model of the self-sacrificing country parson … who in the seventeenth century made himself ill through his devotion to his “little flock.” Not an attractive notion if our modern priests are to stay the course in multi-parish benefices! But I say the book’s tongue-in-cheek because, of course, the same principles of vocation to costly love apply today as much as they did in first century Palestine. Our universe operates through ordinary men and women being prepared to give of themselves. Throughout creation death is succeeded by re-birth… transformation. Jesus spoke of how “a seed has to fall into the ground” and so on. He showed us how himself… through his birth, sacrificial death, and resurrection.  

The devoted poet-priest George Herbert had grasped all this! And one of his finest poems is a story of how the end of life- and death- might feel for us. Imagine you are reaching the end of life’s journey and heaven (or hell) beckons? What might be our destiny? Ashamed of the things we’ve done (or not done)? How might that face to face encounter go with God? The poem is entitled-
“Love (3)” (*NOTE:my punctuation)
Love bade me welcome, yet my soul drew back,

Guilty of dust and sin.

But quick eyed Love, observing me grow slack

From my first entrance in,

Drew nearer to me, sweetly, questioning

If I lack’d any thing.

A guest I answered, worthy to be here:

Love said, “you shall be he.”

“I the unkind, ungrateful? Ah my dear,

I cannot look on thee.”  

Love took my hand, and smiling did reply,
“Who made the eyes, but I?”

“Truth Lord but I have marr’d them; let my shame 

Go where it doth deserve.

“And know you not,” says Love, “who bore the blame?”

“My dear then I will serve.”

“YOU…must sit down,” says Love, and taste my meat.

So I did sit and eat. 

So ends the poem- with that offer; love’s offer repeated at every service of Holy Communion since the night Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it: “This is my body, given for you…” The truth of the gospel in just two words?  “Take, eat.”
