Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner?  Trouble!
Prov. 10:12 and Luke 5:17-31; 6:1-11
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Rev. Zina Jacque
The Christ Child comes.  On the fourth Sunday of Advent Emmanuel comes and the word on which we focus, the word which he brings is love.  The Jacobsen’s Advent story is a story about love.  The choir even sang to us of love, “You will come as a tiny child, poor and humble, meek and mild; to live in faith and teach of love, to serve on earth and reign above.”  Yes, on this fourth Sunday of Advent our hearts are turned to the baby born in Bethlehem who comes to teach us how to love.

Then why, might you ask, does the sermon title focus on trouble and not love.  I would answer because sometimes love incites trouble.  And that is just what has happened in the plot of the film, Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner.  The kind of unconventional and socially unacceptable love shared by Dr. John Prentiss and Ms. Joey Drayton has done just that, it has incited trouble and trouble has come to dinner!  
In one scene the Drayton’s housekeeper challenges Dr. Prentiss because in her mind the good doctor’s desire to marry young Ms. Drayton is too volatile, too unacceptable, too much for the housekeeper to bear.  After all it is 1967 and race relations in the US are in tinder box condition.  The Drayton’s housekeeper understands that what Dr. Prentiss and Ms. Drayton propose to do is too new and too radical; too dangerous to think about; too dangerous to dare.  That’s why when Ms. Tillie Binks, the housekeeper, sees the trouble their love has brought about she takes it into her own hands to warn the one who she believes is causing all of the trouble; she takes it into her hands to tell Dr. Prentiss – this rebel, this revolutionary, this trouble maker – that he is on notice and that she is watching.

Here is how Ms. Binks handles the trouble that she believes has come to upset this happy household.
[CLIP]

Ms. Binks looks Dr. Prentiss in the face and, as plainly as she can, points out her point of view.  She makes clear to him that she sees his presence as a source of trouble.  She makes clear to him that she sees the way he walks through life, his air of confidence and his sense of power as arrogant and above his station.  She sees his choice of a beloved, his choice of one not of his kith and kind, as nothing but trouble.  
And so she says to him in so many words, there is an order here.  There is a way of doing things here.  And it is not about to change because one little skinny, unattractive man shows up with some radical, foolish idea about how to do things differently.  And, she tells him, if you so much as bring any trouble up in here, well I want you to know I am watching.  I will not let you be the one to create havoc in this place. You will not be the one to upend and undo what has been working in this house for days and decades. I am watching.
Hmmmph, in fact, Tillie might as well have lived in first century Jerusalem and been one of the Pharisees because her behavior, her desire to protect the status quo, her heart and her mind-set are exactly like those of the Pharisees.  The way Tillie Binks feels about John Prentiss is exactly the way the Pharisees feel about Jesus.  Both have come with new ideas about how to walk in the world, new ideas about how to reach across human made divides in the world.  Yes, according to the Pharisees and Ms. Binks both Jesus and John Prentiss have come with new and radical understandings of what it means to love and both have come bringing nothing but trouble.
The Pharisees had heard about Jesus’ way of walking through life with an air of confidence and a sense of power.  They had seen him behave in ways that abrogated the social mores of their time.  The Pharisees saw him as a radical and a revolutionary.  They saw him as one who cared nothing about following the law of the land or obeying the rules set down in their Hebrew Bible.  They saw his actions and they knew he was trouble.  
In fact one day they heard this Jesus was teaching God’s word.  What audacity!  But his grasp of the scriptures was unmistakable and his words offered healing to body and soul.  The Pharisees looked up and knew this was nothing but trouble.  Then, out of nowhere, some people came carrying a paraplegic.  They could not get through the front door of the house where Jesus was teaching and so they dug a hole in the roof and let the man down right in front of Jesus, the crowd and the Pharisees.  When Jesus saw the faith of the friends he looked at the man who was paralyzed and said, “Son your sins are forgiven.”  

This was just too much for the Pharisees.  Who was this upstart, who was this fool?  No one can forgive sins except God alone.  Was he claiming to be God?  In first century Jerusalem conditions awaiting the son of God were in a tinder box condition and this was too much and now here comes this Jesus proclaiming to be very God from very God.  Here he is winning the hearts of men and women through the gift of service and the power of love!  The Pharisees saw their control ebbing away.  Yes this was trouble.  This man had come into town proclaiming a new way, reaching out to those that the Pharisees and others in the ruling class would prefer to stay hidden in the shadows out of the way.  This Jesus had come speaking life and hope to the outcasts of society. Who was this Jesus to care about them, to heal them to love them?  Yes, this man and his new way of being, his new way of loving was trouble.  
But that’s not all, this radical, this one who would not follow protocol at all, this Jesus was not through.  The next time next time the Pharisees ran into him he was dining with sinners, he was in fact at the house of one of the biggest mobsters in town; for that is how tax collectors were thought of.  Tax collectors were extortionists and cheaters; they were the lowest members of society, scam artists and philanderers.  And here was Jesus openly consorting with them, openly dining with them and ultimately inviting them to come and be apart of his radical movement.
And finally, in the 6th chapter of Luke, Jesus breaks one of the big laws, one of the Decalogue, one of the Ten Commandments.  For you see the Pharisees were the interpreters of the law in their day and according to them, when God told Moses back on Mt. Sinai to honor the Sabbath day and keep it holy it meant that no man or woman was allowed to do any type of work on the Sabbath day.  So when the Pharisees saw Jesus, on the Sabbath, going through a grain field picking and eating heads of grain, it made their blood boil.  And when Jesus persisted in his disregard of the Sabbath Day by openly healing a man’s withered hand in the open setting of the Synagogue the Pharisees became furious and they began their plot to kill him.
Like Tillie the housekeeper, the Pharisees had seen enough.  They had witnessed Jesus’ 
air of confidence and his unmistakable power.  They had even seen the way he seemed bent on reaching out to love and care for the wretched of society; to befriend those who had sinned and sinned again.  They had seen him care for a man with a withered hand and they had seem him express more love for his disciples that for the law of the Sabbath.  
They had seen enough and they were not about to allow one skinny, unattractive man to show up with ideas about how to do things differently and wreak havoc in Jerusalem.  He had brought trouble and they were watching and plotting.
Tillie the housekeeper and the Pharisees really do have much in common.  They are both trying to preserve an old order.  They are both trying to keep things tied down in their neat and tidy places; a place that provides a measure of security and predictability about life.  The Pharisees and Tillie are determined to cling to what they know best, the law, written or unwritten, the rule of the day.  They both hold fast to the only way they know to do things.  Even though that way may not be best, it is the best they know.  But Jesus came to bring a new way, a more radical way, a way that would take the old and make it better.  Christ came to bring something so revolutionary that it was hard for the Pharisees to grasp, hard for Tillie to take in, and even sometimes hard for us to believe.  He came to show us how to love unconditionally and from the heart.
Christ came asking the Pharisees and Tillie and you and me to rethink how we see those who are different than we, rethink how we reach out to those who have less than we, rethink how we use power and resources, and how we walk in this world.  Jesus came to upend and undo the status quo that says I am called to focus on the needs of those who are most like me, I must associate only with those who agree with me and I must love only those who love what I love and seek what I seek.  Jesus came to say no, serve and love those who have sinned against you and against me, serve and love those who disagree with you, serve and love those who are the least like you because that is who I came to serve and love and it included you.
For God so loved the world, that God sent a baby, a tiny baby who would grow up to demand that we love; love the paralytic even though he had nothing to give in return.  Love those who are hungry and see to it that they are fed.  Love those whose hands or hearts are withered and who have no where else to turn; to love deeply and without condition.  Love those who voted opposite the way you voted.  Love those who live in ways that you do not understand.  Love those who love gods other than yours, love them enough that you draw them to you so that they may feel Christ’s love in you.  
And this kind of love is radical.  This kind of love is revolutionary because this kind of love asks for nothing in return.  And this kind of love is possible only because Christ fills us and therefore we have love to give.  This is revolutionary, this is radical, this is only possible through the Savior.  

What if Tillie could have looked into Joey and John’s eyes and seen the love of Christ, seen the power of Christ bringing them together to change a nation, to open a door, to create the possibility for a 44th President?  What if the Pharisees could have looked into the eyes of the man with the withered hand and seen what it meant to be restored to dignity, restored to worth?  And what if you and I could look into the eyes of the homeless person, into the eyes of a man or a woman who has been harmed by the policies of our nation and now detests us; what if we could look into the eyes of someone in our lives whom we do not love and see the face of Christ, see the presence of God in them, and find it in our hearts to love?  What would the world be like?

The Christ Child comes this season of Christmastide to bring a new and radical way to love.  The Christ child comes to teach us to love with his love because we are filled with his love.  This is not easy, but things radical or revolutionary ever are.  On this fourth Sunday of Advent we are called to at least place on our Christmas lists the hope that we might learn to love in this way.  On this fourth Sunday of Advent we are invited to at least desire to love in this way, even if we know – like Tillie and the Pharisees – that we are far from being able to yet love in this way.  
Beloved of God, Christ comes, bringing love, so that we may know love. Christ comes knowing this love is radical and difficult and may incite trouble.  But here is the good news, love covers all our troubles, love covers all of our sin and Christ, stands ready to walk with us, patiently gently walk with us as we learn to love in this new way.  
Come beloved of God; gather around the Christ child’s manager.  Come not just to love the baby meek and mild, but come and love the radical ways of the grown up Jesus, who teaches us over and over again the greatest commandment is to love.  
Now go tell this on the mountain!
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