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As so often, it’s a strange story Jesus tells:

Be dressed for action and have your lamps lit. Be 
like those who are waiting for their master to return
from the wedding banquet, so that they may open 
the door for him as soon as he comes and 
knocks. Blessed are those slaves whom the master 
finds alert when he comes; truly I tell you, he will 
fasten his belt and have them sit down to eat, and 
he will come and serve them. If he comes during the
middle of the night, or near dawn, and finds them 
so, blessed are those slaves. 

As the hymn says, “Master who acts as a slave to 
them.”1 In Jesus’s world, this was a shocking image:
Master who acts as a slave. Ridiculous. Absurd. 
Disgraceful!

But what if this word, this image mysteriously 
awakens the heart?

Notice that in this Gospel, Luke presents Jesus 
offering two alternative scenarios, both involving a 
house, and occupants of the house, and someone 
approaching the house, but the occupants don’t 
know when that person will arrive. So, very strong 
resemblances in the two scenarios. But then there 
are the differences. Listen for them. The first one 
I’ve just quoted back at you. And here again is the 
second:

If the owner of the house had known at what hour 
the thief was coming, he would not have let his 
house be broken into. 

Again, note the similarities. A house. Occupant. 
Someone approaching. The first story explicitly 
happens at night, and this one might make most 
sense if we picture it at night, too.

But what are the differences?

1 Chereponi [Jesu, Jesu], The Hymnal 1982 (New York: The 
Church Pension Fund, 1985), #602

Who’s in the house? One person or several? Whose 
arrival is being anticipated? What seems to be the 
attitude of the occupants of the house toward this 
person and their arrival?

Is Jesus here suggesting that we have a choice of 
which story we’re going to live in?

Is it your house, my house, or someone else’s? Am I
alone, or part of a community? Am I alert, 
watching, listening eagerly for the master, ready to 
open the door? Or am I anxious about losing my 
“stuff”, whatever that “stuff” may be—my money, 
my possessions, my status or good reputation, my 
friends, my health, my life?

Do we really want to cast the Son of Man in the role
of a thief coming to rob us? I think Jesus is saying 
it’s up to us.

And notice that Jesus gives the picture of the slaves 
being ready to open the door immediately when the 
master arrives home, whereas in the case of the 
anxious homeowner, the thief inevitably arrives at 
an unexpected hour.

Jesus said to his disciples, “Do not be afraid, little 
flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give 
you the kingdom. Sell your possessions, and give 
alms. Make purses for yourselves that do not wear 
out, an unfailing treasure in heaven, where no thief 
comes near and no moth destroys. For where your 
treasure is, there your heart will be also.

Perhaps we’d prefer it if Jesus would stick to 
“spirituality” and leave our money and our 
possessions—not to mention our politics!—alone. 
But he doesn’t seem to have much respect for these 
compartments with which we try to keep things tidy
and safe.

Perhaps we know something of living in both 
stories. I think Jesus is saying that if we want to be 
free of the anxiety of the owner of the house, if we 
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yearn for more of the—well, freedom!—of the 
slaves in the first story, their eager alertness to be 
there at the door at the right time, their love for this 
master who reveals himself to be their servant… if 
that’s what we want, we need to look at our stuff 
our possessions, our wealth, all that we might cling 
to, and see how we might more and more let go. 
Really, Jesus is saying, which story do you want to 
live in?

Jesus offers that radical image of the master who, 
arriving at last in the middle of the night or toward 
dawn, has his slaves recline at table and he serves 
them. Of course, John’s Gospel gives us a variation 
on that same picture when, at the Last Supper, he 
shows us Jesus washing the feet of his disciples. 
The Lord of the universe, the Creator, stooping to 
wash your feet, to care for you in the most selfless 
and caring way.

The lesson from Genesis gives us Abraham’s 
encounter with the Lord, and the word of God gives 
Abraham a radical image.

And Abram said, “You have given me no seed”—
that’s the more literal translation—“and so a slave 
born in my house is to be my heir.” … [The 
LORD] brought him outside and said, “Look toward 
heaven and count the stars, if you are able to count 
them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your seed 
be.” And he believed the LORD; and 
the LORD reckoned it to him as righteousness.

The word of God. A radical image. Crazy. Absurd. 
Ridiculous. An old man with an old wife, looking 
up at the stars of heaven, and being told, your seed, 
your descendants, will be like that. 

But something happens. Abram believes. The 
response of trust, faith. It’s not something he works 
at, something he wills. It’s the creative word of God
having its effect in him. The world has changed. 
There’s something new and real in the world, within
Abraham, as he hears and responds in trust to the 
word of the Creator.

The Letter to the Hebrews today speaks of faith, and
unfortunately the translation isn’t too helpful.

Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the 
conviction of things not seen.

That makes it sound very psychological, mental and
emotional. The Greek words are much stronger.

Now faith is the reality—or the substance—of things
hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.

That’s much closer to the force of the words in the 
Greek. God speaks the word into our hearts—often 
with an unexpected image—and the Word of the 
Creator has its creative effect. The response of faith 
is not just an attitude, it’s a reality, things that 
cannot be perceived with our five senses becoming 
present and real in the world, in us. 

In a way, that’s what this whole first part of the 
Liturgy is about, Sunday by Sunday, that the Word 
of God—in Scripture, as we’ve experienced it in 
our lives, hopefully at least sometimes through the 
sermon—the Word of the Creator is spoken into our
hearts and has its effect. Our lamps are lighted 
again. The reality, the substance of things hoped for,
the evidence of things not seen is awakened again, 
within us, and we are awakened, to be those 
servants, living in unity with our lamps aglow in a 
household that does not belong to us, eagerly 
awaiting the presence of the Lord who, 
astonishingly, comes to us as friend, and not only 
that, as slave, and not only that, but as humble as 
food, as drink, our nourishment.

Be dressed for action and have your lamps lit; be 
like those who are waiting for their master to return
from the wedding banquet, so that they may open 
the door for him as soon as he comes and 
knocks. Blessed are those slaves whom the master 
finds alert when he comes; truly I tell you, he will 
fasten his belt and have them sit down to eat, and 
he will come and serve them. If he comes during the
middle of the night, or near dawn, and finds them 
so, blessed are those slaves.
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