As many of you are aware, I’m sure, especially the lectors, for the last few weeks we have been reading through the last chapters of the Letter to the Hebrews.  This letter is written by an unknown author to a group of Jews who have become followers of Jesus, although apparently not a group who knew him directly during his lifetime.  The author, in this passage, is comparing the new spirituality to which this group has come to what they might have thought or heard from others that Judaism was about.
First the author describes Judaism as symbolized by the law of Moses: 

You have not come to something that can be touched, a blazing fire, and darkness, and gloom, and a tempest, and the sound of a trumpet, and a voice whose words made the hearers beg that not another word be spoken to them.  (For they could not endure the order that was given, “If even an animal touches the mountain, it shall be stoned to death.”  Indeed, so terrifying was the sight that Moses said, “I tremble with fear.”)

The author paints a pretty horrible picture of a fear-based religion rooted in rigid adherence to a set of strict commandments, with terrible consequences for breaking those rules.  If you are like me, as I was reading the passage you felt a rising sense of tension in your body and in your emotions.  Your diaphragm tightened and your breath became shorter.  Perhaps you even found yourself holding your breath by the end.
And rightly so.  That picture of God and of religion is scary, although I want to be clear that I don’t think Judaism is, in fact, a fear-based religion.  But there are people, fundamentalists, in every religion who see God and religious duty this way.  If you have watched the  Christiane Amanpour series on CNN, God’s Warriors, this point is very clear.  Such a picture of God as portrayed in this passage ought to induce, and does induce, a flight or fight reaction.  Who wants to worship a god that would have poor animals put to death for accidentally touching a piece of ground?

But then the author goes on to describe the new spiritual path upon which these particular Jews have embarked:
But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal gathering . . .

And then my diaphragm relaxes and I exhale and relax.  For although Mount Zion is the symbol of the dwelling place of God, it is not scary.  Although parts of the Old Testament are pretty terrifying, the image of Mount Zion is consistently used as a symbol for the ideal state that could be ours—a place where lions lie down with lambs and tears are wiped away and food and drink are free for all.  It is the same state that Jesus refers to as the Kingdom of God.  In both the Judaic tradition and in Jesus’, this is not a heaven we go to after we die, but rather a potential state that could exist if we work creatively with God.  Mount Zion is full of light and life and innumerable angels in festal gathering.  That is the faith to which the author of the Letter to the Hebrews says his readers have come.
How does this picture fit with the story told in the Gospel?  This Gospel story is one of many that Luke tells about Jesus as he makes his way toward Jerusalem for his death.  During this journey to Jerusalem, Jesus continually speaks out against various corruptions of Judaism, including a sense of entitlement that for some went along with the idea of being God’s “chosen people.”
In this parable, someone asks Jesus, “will only a few be saved?”  And Jesus never answers that question directly.  In fact, at the end of the passage, he seems to be saying that lots and lots of people from all over will “eat in the kingdom of God,” but not the particular people in the story.

I got new insight into this particular parable when I was in Sierra Leone this summer.  One morning I was in Kenema, the third-largest city in Sierra Leone, with Jitta.  It was about 4:30 in the morning and we were waiting to board the bus to Freetown at 5.  Jitta, our 25-year old employee in Sierra Leone, as she was wont to do, parked me on a little stool near the bus and told me to wait for her while she went to get us some food.

(By the way, if you ever want to work on your control issues, I strongly recommend being dropped into the middle of some third-world city where you don’t know the culture or anyone nearby, and you are clearly foreign.  It is a very efficacious spiritual discipline.)
As I was waiting for Jitta to return, a man came up to me and started asking me where I was going.  I didn’t know who this man was or why he had a legitimate need to know where I was going.  So I said to him, “I don’t know you,” meaning, “I don’t have any personal or institutional relationship with you that would make it appropriate for us to interact.”  I said it to him several times, as he continued to ask me where I was going or if I was going to Freetown.  If he had reminded me that he was someone I had met before, or if he had told me he was from the bus line, I would have talked with him, because I would have had a relationship with him.  I would have known who he was and why he wanted to talk to me.  I would have known he wished me well and would not have worried that he was an “evildoer” trying to cheat me.  But he didn’t say anything like that, so I didn’t talk with him further, just like the owner of the house in this parable.

Jesus is saying that partaking in the kingdom of God does not rest on being Jewish and chosen or on eating with Jesus and the other 4,999 people at the meal.  Rather, it rests on being in relationship.  But relationship with who or what?  Who is the owner of the house in this parable?  If I were an evangelical, I would say, “Salvation is based on having a personal relationship with Jesus as your Lord and Savior,” right?  But probably you know that is not my answer.
My answer would be more like “relationship with all those with whom we come in contact.”  Humans are social animals.    Although solitude can be used as a spiritual discipline, it also is one of the cruelest forms of human punishment, and prolonged periods of solitary confinement can drive people mad.   We are made to live together.  We form families and cities and clump together is big groups all over the globe.  And we are made not only to interact with others of our own species, but with other species as well.  We regularly live with animals and form relationships with plants.  We even have relationships with the abstract, and the fictional.  I am very fond of Jo March and Scout Finch.  I’m happy I met them as a young girl and grateful for their influence on my life.
So we are to be in relationship with those with whom we come in contact, and those relationships are to be functional, positive and life-giving, relationships that further the vision of Mount Zion.  Ultimately, we are to be in relationship with Life itself, what Rilke called “the deep innerness of all things . . . To each of us you reveal yourself differently: to the ship as coastline, to the shore as a ship.”  Ultimately, our relationships to all those with whom we come in contact are to be love.
I believe that faith consists in believing your life is worth living, and living in accordance with that belief.  It is about spending your life on that which has value.  We have not come to a cruel, fire and brimstone god who demands mindless obedience.  Neither do we depend on some promise of salvation in response to a long-ago altar call to give meaning to our lives.   Rather, when we think of innumerable angels in festal gathering, we picture a school kids all over Contra Costa County getting backpacks with all the supplies they need to start the year, or we think about soldiers in Iraq getting cell phones with which to call their families.  We see pictures of the political prisoners for whom we advocate through Amnesty International or we’re welcomed into a village in Sierra Leone by 62 traditional birth attendants in their new uniforms.  That is what we have come to and continue to come back to day after day.  How cool is that?!
