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Philemon 1-21

(Luke 14:25-33)

“Hey, can you do me a favor?”

It was very early in the morning. I was standing still half asleep in a long line at the Delta check-in counter at the airport in El Salvador. The line was at a stand still because many of the soon to be Salvadoran passenger’s intent on going to the United States did not have proper identification. For instance, many did not have a photo ID and some from the more rural areas of El Salvador didn’t have birth certificates. I kept repeating the mantra: stay calm and let it all be.
It was at this point when a grandmotherly woman with a 10 to 12 year old boy by her side approached me in the line. “Perdoneme,” she said to me in Spanish. “Este es mi nieto y quisiera que usted lo lleve con usted en el avion.” 

It was early in the morning, and although I am pretty good in Spanish, I don’t do so well when someone asks me something completely out of context. As I translated what I thought she said to me in my head, I noticed the other people in line very intently staring at me. In order to buy time, I asked that she repeat what she said. The translation is this: “This is my grandson. Would you be kind enough to let him accompany you onto the plane?” The intent was that I would somehow be his guardian or relative or something. By now, a lot of people were looking at me.
What this woman was doing is something we do all the time. Granted the situation was different but the action was the same. The action, which this woman was doing, was asking another to do a favor for her. And we ask people do us favors all the time. 

We always start off in the same way. “Hey, Greg, listen would do me a favor?” Now, to set the record straight the definition of a favor is: something done out of goodwill or kindness. A favor is a gift. It is offered out of graciousness not merit. As a result, by definition, there is a sense of implicit freedom with regards to the person who is to grant the favor. It is for this reason that when we want to ask someone to do us a favor, we approach them gently, lovingly and with a pleading demeanor. “Would you do a favor for me? Would you be so kind as to do something for me? Can I ask you a favor?” 
I mean let’s face it, if someone were to say, “Drive me to the mall because it is hot out. Or write a recommendation to get me that job I want. Or lend me $1,000,” we would tell them to go to h-e-double hockey sticks. You see a favor is a request whereas these others are demands. And when someone demands something from us, we feel less-than, unappreciated, and basically like their slave. Nobody wants to be ordered around. 
The point is a favor carries with it the implicit notion that the person being asked to perform the favor has every right to say yes or no. Because if they don’t, then it really isn’t a favor, is it? Without the freedom to choose whether to grant the favor or not, then really when someone says, “Hey, would you do a favor for me?” without the freedom to choose to do it or not, then it is really an implicit demand. Without the freedom to choose to grant the favor or not, then the request carries with it the expectation that the favor will be granted.
This morning’s epistle is the Letter to Philemon (FY-LEE-MON). It is written by Paul. As a matter of fact, it is one of the only letters that we are positive was written by Paul without a doubt. And we know this because, unlike any other piece of Scripture, this tiny epistle is, in truth, a personal letter (probably one of thousands of Paul’s personal letters) written by Paul this time to his friend, Philemon. And despite all attempts to the contrary, there is no explicit theological content in the letter. Basically, it is a personal letter that just easily could have been written by anyone of us here today. It is a letter from one friend to another asking for a favor.
Paul is in jail in Rome. While there, the Christian community has been taking care of him. One particular person, Onesimus (O-NEES-I-MUS), has been particularly helpful to Paul. The issue at hand is that Onesimus is an escaped slave. His owner is Philemon, who is a friend of Paul’s. In addition to their friendship, Paul also is and has been a mentor to Philemon. It was Paul who helped Philemon become a solid Christian. Now, runaway slaves were treated very harshly in Roman society. They were constantly hiding out from the authorities. And once discovered they were sent back to their owners. And once returned owners could treat them in any manner they so desired. Slaves were truly chattel. Thus, punishment could range from beatings, removal of limbs to hard labor to crucifixion. An owner had the right to kill a slave for anything whatsoever, and there were no questions asked.
Being aware that Onesimus was in constant danger of being discovered as a runaway slave, Paul writes a letter to Onesimus’ owner, none other than his friend, Philemon. And Paul asks a favor of Philemon. Actually, he asks a couple of favors within the context of the one favor. The initial favor is that Philemon receive his once slave (who is purported to have not only runaway but also stolen from him) as he would receive Paul. In other words, Paul asks Philemon to receive Onesimus as a brother Christian. Loaded in the request, of course, is that, as Christians, we are to love one another as Christ loves us. Despite what Roman laws allow or disallow, God’s demand to love one another as God loves us supersedes any earthly laws. Philemon, the good, solid, upstanding Christian is now in a bind. Does he not punish his returning slave, preferring mercy over punishment? And how is he to relate to his slave in the future? What will his fellow neighbors think if he lets this upstart slave get off scot-free? What will his other slaves think?
Now, in order to avoid one major rabbit hole, let’s disregard the issue of slavery. Paul was not advocating the abolition of slavery. Slavery was such an integral part of every society and culture at this time that the thought of abolishing it would have never come to mind. Not even in Paul’s. Paul is not suggesting that Philemon free Onesimus because slavery was unjust. Rather, Paul saw all Christians as brothers/sisters in the very sense as we see our biological, blood brothers/sisters. And rather than get into a typical “We are the world” sappy sweet message of the whole world as our brothers/sisters, I want to focus on something that is much more practical and hits us where we live. And that is the concept of asking for a favor. When it comes right down to it, Paul is asking Philemon to grant him a favor. And, in truth, he really doesn’t even ask but manipulates him through guilt. “Remember,” says Paul,” You owe your life to me.” Or how about this: You will be doing it for Christ.” And “I know you well enough that you will do the right thing.” Do you really think Philemon has any choice? Does he have the freedom to grant Paul’s request or to turn it down? Paul doesn’t seem to think so. Implied in the request for a favor is the expectation that the favor will be granted. And this is such an important point. It is important because this is exactly what we do every time we ask someone to do us a favor.
The person being asked to grant the favor is not given the freedom to choose to grant the favor or not. We expect to get what we ask for. We just play a game in the way we ask, but really it is almost a demand. It is certainly an expectation. For instance, if a friend or relative or loved one asked of you, “Look, I am at the dentist office, and I am running late. Would you do me a favor and pick up my child after school and take him/her to your house?”

This is a favor request. Suppose you said, “No, I don’t want to.” Well, “I don’t want to” is never a good enough response. If we ask a favor and it is denied, we want to know why it was denied. “Well, what do you mean? How come?” “Well, I am just lying down resting, and I don’t want to get up and do it.” Is that response acceptable? Do we have the freedom to deny such a request and still remain friends, lovers or relatives?  If a favor is truly an act of graciousness and thus freely given, then when we ask a favor of someone, we should be able to accept no for a response………but we don’t! So, in reality, like Paul, we are really not asking someone to do us a “favor.” If a negative response is not acceptable, then our request is really not a request. In reality, it is a demand full of expectation because if the favor is not granted we get hurt. 

Shoulds and expectations fill our requests for favors. As a result, the power in the relationship rests with the person making the request and not with the person who is being asked to grant the request, which seems to be backwards. Go around in life denying favors without giving a proper excuse and see how far that gets you. So, really, (born out in Scripture even) it is better in life to go around asking people for favors. If you do, then you will be in a more powerful position in your relationships. And there are a lot of people who do exactly this. 
What is even more interesting is where we draw the line even in our most intimate relationships. It is one thing to pick up the kids from school as a favor, and it is another to ask to borrow money even from a loved one. Assuming we have the where with all to grant the request, how much is too much of a request? When and by what criteria do you reach the point of saying no?
What if you have the ability to hire a friend or relative, and they ask you for a job? Or what if they ask you to help their child get leg up in getting into the college of their choice? Is no an okay response or do we fabricate an expected reason for saying no because we simply are fearful to say no? 

My basic point is this: there is no such thing in our society as a favor because every favor is pregnant with an expected positive response or else a really good reason for denying the favor which, by the way, is judged reasonable by the recipient! So, not only does the petitioner get to make the request but also judge whether the denial excuse is adequate. What does this have to do with free acts of kindness which is what a favor is defined as?
Philemon, aware of all these dynamics, grants Paul’s deeper request: to release Onesimus from his bondage AND to send him back to Paul, which is what Paul wanted all along. The Letter to Philemon doesn’t tell us this. Instead, we learn about this in the Letter to the Colossians, which was written afterwards.

To me, aside from the fascinating cultural dynamics surrounding the dance we call “favors,” is a much deeper issue. And this deeper issue involves our relationship with God. In our prayer life, we constantly ask God for favors. The Bible even encourages us to do so. The problem is we treat these requests to God like we do when we ask favors of our fellow humans. And that is we expect our requests to be granted and if not then there better be a good reason. The problem is God doesn’t play by our rules concerning favors. God often says no. And just as often, we don’t know why. No reason is ever given. Oh, of course, the Church has all sorts of reasons: we didn’t pray in the correct manner; it’s a mystery; and you aren’t worthy enough. The truth is we don’t know especially when we ask God for something that is worthwhile and it doesn’t happen.

Yes, it is so hard to ask a favor of God, and not receive it. It is hard to hear no because we are not used to hearing no when we ask a favor. I think the Buddhists are on the right track when they emphasize removing expectations. Expectations cause heartache more often than not. Expectations are the greatest barrier to happiness in life. 
I believe that God loves us all and wants what is best for each of us individually. I think God is constantly calling us forth in love to be closer to God and to be in relationship with God. And I think the line in the Lord’s Prayer says it all: your will be done (without expectation----my addition). 

I also think it is best to implement this into our daily lives with other persons.  Give others the freedom to dispense their love to you as they so desire with no expectations as much as gratitude that you have any one in your life whom to even ask a favor of at all! And then a favor will really be a favor-----a gift of kindness and graciousness. And you will really appreciate it.

Oh, yes…….El Salvador and the airport. The woman’s simple request of me had serious ethical implications as did Philemon’s. It raises all sorts of issues about immigration, privilege and assisting the downtrodden. That which is legal, as we all know is not always ethical. Would I be willing to take a stand in assisting this young boy to enter into a new and better life in the United States to the point of being arrested? I know priests who would line up to do this…….well, at least, they say they would safely ensconced in their very comfortable suburban LA homes. 

So, what did I do? I declined her request. I said no. And to this woman’s credit she didn’t fuss or make a scene or call me a profane name. I wish I could just as easily accept the denial of the favors I ask of people in my life as did this woman. And more importantly, in my relationship with God, I wish I could allow God the freedom to be God and be grateful for the many blessings which I do have.
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