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Happy Last Sunday of August, happy long-weekend, happy back to school, back to work,

back to established routines or perhaps new habits and practices in the making. | wonder
whether you are like me and get excited with the change of weather and the hints of fall

colorin our trees? It feels like the opportunity for new joys and possibilities.

It also feels like only minutes ago that we were gathered here at the beginning of summer,
trying to remember to make good use of summer leisure time, and embarking on a season’s
consideration of God’s love. Since May, we have considered God’s love as liberating,
boundary crossing, advocating and enduring. We also talked about love as faith in action,
requiring choices and love manifest as deep and active listening.

This morning we are wrapping up our summer preaching series with one of the most
confounding (and hopefully comforting) aspects of God’s love. God’s love for us is love that
can not be bought, stolen, earned, or withdrawn. God. Loves. Us. Period.

For those of us who work to make good choices and would like to imagine ourselves being
on the receiving end of God’s love, this notion of not being able to enhance God’s favor can
be most confounding.

As humans, we may be prone to think, “Well, if | go to church, donate money to alleviate
suffering, am nice to strangers even when they aren’t particularly nice to me, won’t God love
me more than my in-law who doesn’t go to church, hoards all money, hasn’t given away a

dime, and isn’t particularly nice to anyone, especially strangers?”

Today’s readings suggest that God loves your in law as much as God loves you.
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We are offered the story of Jesus at dinner. He has been invited to eat at the home of a
leader of the Pharisees, which tells us that Jesus was not afraid of entering spaces of power.
This morning’s gospel also suggests that, if you were doing it wrong as a dinner host, he
wasn’t necessarily polite or fun dinner company.

Jesus, a guest of the Pharisee homeowner continues to teach and points out the error of his
fellow diners’ ways. He notes that everyone is scrambling to take up the best seats, or the
places of power at the table. He suggests that his companion diners are vying for a good
seat based on their worth. The level of God’s favor should dictate their place on the seating
chart.

“That’s not how it works” Jesus tells them and us. We aren’t to extend dinner invitations
based on who can pay us back or whom we would like to see host the next party. Jesus says
plainly, we are to “invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind. Invite those who
cannot possibly pay you back. And you will be blessed.”

Jesus, who may have been a questionable dinner companion, was fantastic at quoting
scripture, and this list of preferred dinner guests; the poor, the crippled, the lame and the
blind, would have struck his hearers as being precisely the group of people who were
considered “unclean” by Jewish law and customs. This reference reaches back to the 21st
chapter of Leviticus which identifies this list of human sufferers as not only being unclean,
ineligible dinner guests, but unworthy of God’s love and attention.

Jesus says that isn't how God’s love works. That isn’t how God’s Kingdom is ordered. God’s
love can not be earned or bought. This isn’t a transactional relationship with God. We aren’t
swapping our services, devotion or loyalty in exchange for God’s favor.

God just loves us, and God’s love and connection to us is manifest by grace. (That is a dense
and puzzling concept, so we’ll walk around it a bit and kick the tires) God’s ways are radically
different from the ways in which people are comfortable socializing — from the way most of
us are used to socializing.

The kingdom of God is not a transaction. The kingdom of God is not based on reciprocity, or
status, or achievement.

We are accustomed to transactional economies and approaches. You do this and I’ll do that.
You study hard and you get better grades. I’ll do this for you, and then you’ll do that for me.
You fix my car, heal my dog, repair my house, and | will pay you. You’ve done your thing, and
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I’ve done mine. But that isn’t how God’s love works.

| begin most of my sermons with an energetic greeting and offer of peace from God our
Mother and Father, because those parental relationships, when healthy, are the closest we
humans have to understanding overwhelming, and unearned love and adoration on earth.

If you’ve had children, you know what awakens in you the first time you laid eyes on your
child. There is a sense of awe, gratitude and often overwhelm-ed-ness (my new word). This
child you are beholding has done absolutely nothing to earn your love and fierce protection
other than show up in the world, and yet in that moment, you couldn’t love them more.

That is how God feels about us — knows us, loves us, is fiercely protective of us. And that is
the point this morning. God’s love can not be bought or earned.

In God’s economy, love is not earned. It is freely given.

If this is a revelation or a headscratcher, you are forgiven if your next thought is, “well, what
is the point?”

Why come to church, donate generously, learn scripture, welcome and learn to love our
neighbors, even the most prickly and difficult to deal with, those who are dramatically unlike
ourselves?

Because, we are people who are loved, and we are called to pass it on. We are freed from
the exhausting task of trying to earn God’s love and favor. We are released and God invites
us to live with gratitude - to live lives infused with faith and not fear, joy and not jealousy,
abundance and not scarcity because that is how God made us and envisions our lives
together.

Our attendance each Sunday, our ministry and prayers during the week, our participation in
God’s kingdom as volunteers, and teachers, healers, advocates, listeners and workers are
not bargaining chips to secure God’s favor, but rather are joyful and generous responses to
God’s love already given.

Consider the difference between doing something because you have to and doing
something because you want to. If you visit a cranky neighbor as a box-checking exercise,
because you feel obligated, are trying to curry favor or because you think you HAVE to,
you’ve invested a whole lot of energy devoid of God’s love. On the other hand, if you keep
that same appointment with the neighbor with a sense of gratitude - that your health
permits you to be with the neighbor, that this person has life lessons and lived experiences
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to share, with a knowing sense of sharing your love with your grumpy neighbor, not only
does the experience shift for you, but your time before and after the visit is in line with
God’s Kingdom, and your ability to experience, share and amplify God’s love for you.

This is why Jesus insists on a guest list of the poor, the lame, and the blind. These dinner
guests would not be expected to reciprocate, and yet they were beloved, and valued and
precious members of God’s kingdom.

Archbishop Desmond Tutu put it this way: “God’s love is too great to be confined to any one
people.” When love is unearned, the boundaries of who belongs fall away. Our great,
overarching invitation, our embodiment of the myriad facets of God’s love is to live out this
deep and transformative understanding.

God. Loves. Us. Period.

God’s love is not a wage we earn, not a prize we win, not a transaction we negotiate. God’s
love is a sheer gift—lavish, unearned, unrepayable.

As we turn the page into fall—with new routines, new challenges, new hopes—may each of
us carry this profound and transformative truth - we are loved. We are God’s beloved. May
each of us live generously, warmly and may we continue to welcome visitors, newcomers,
strangers who are hungry for this truth, who may not be aware or used to living into this
truth.

God’s love is the foundation for all that we do as a community at St. Andrew’s, and in this
challenging and fraught moment, with fractures and tears appearing in our social fabric, may
we be the hosts, champions and beacons of joy that God invites us to be in this world.
Amen+
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