
Conventional Wisdom or Good News

Jeremiah 2:4-13; Psalm 81:1, 10-16; Hebrews 13:1-8, 15-16; Luke 14:1, 7-14

Will Willimon tells a story about a buddy who attended a fine college in the Northeast United

States: 

“He played football while he was a student there. It was the custom of the president of the

college to host the whole football team at the president’s home at the end of the season.

There was a dress code and all the team had to wear coats and ties. It was quite a fine dinner.

The president would play host at one long table and his wife would preside at the other. Willimon’s 

friend whose name was Tom sat with his teammates at the table where the president’s wife sat at the

head of the table.

During the meal, one of the defensive linemen leaned back in his chair. He was a very big

young man and, in leaning back, he broke the back legs off of the chair. As he went down, he

grabbed the tablecloth, pulling down the whole table full of china, crystal, food and drink.

All of his teammates sat there frozen in horror. The president’s wife gazed upon her banquet

that now had slid onto the floor. She simply folded her napkin and said, “It appears dinner has ended.

Would any of you young men like dessert?”

It’s the Sabbath, the holiest day of the week, and in our gospel reading today we find

ourselves at the table with Jesus engaging in a Sabbath meal. It’s a meal at the home of a Pharisee,

a very pious, religiously knowledgeable person, a keeper of the law, a lover of God, someone who

really tries hard to relate his faith to every aspect of his daily life.

Luke says “they were watching” Jesus. Most of the Pharisees are portrayed as critics of Jesus

so presumably they are watching him in hope that Jesus will slip up and violate some aspect of

religious law or that Jesus will stumble unwittingly onto some controversial subject.
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Then they will pounce. “Gotcha, Jesus!” they will say.

You might think that Jesus would be careful with his words since they were watching him. But

then, knowing Jesus, we need to think again. No sooner than the table blessing has been offered

Jesus “noticed how the guests sought out the best seats at the table.”

Were the “best seats” the ones near Jesus? I doubt it. Throughout Luke’s Gospel most

respectable people have been trying to put as much distance between themselves and Jesus as they

can. I would think the “best seats” are those that are closest to the host, the well-heeled man who is

throwing this Sabbath feast.

So Jesus, as he so often does, launches into a story: “When someone invites you to a

wedding celebration, don’t take your seat in the place of honour. Someone more highly regarded

than you could have been invited by your host. The host who invited both of you will come and say to

you, ‘Give your seat to this other person.’ Embarrassed, you will take your seat in the least important

place. Instead, when you receive an invitation, go and sit in the least important place. When your

host approaches you, he will say, ‘Friend, move up here to a better seat.’ Then you will be honoured

in the presence of all your fellow guests. All who lift themselves up will be brought low, and those who

make themselves low will be lifted up.”

We all know that it’s conventional wisdom to be upwardly mobile. I’m not just talking about

accumulating money and stuff. It’s considered a positive character trait to be a person with ambition.

We want—through our hard work and our deeper reading, our years of schooling and our

conscientious work ethic—to lift ourselves up.

I want my children to be people who have a sense of their own agency. “You can go as far as

you want,” I have told them. In other words, “You’ve got what it takes to lift yourself up.”

I was born into a large family with limited resources which had to be spread fairly thin
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sometimes. We weren’t exactly poor, but later in life I discovered we were always very close to being

poor. My hard working parents instilled in me a desire for self-improvement. Education was very

important in our family, not so much to gain wisdom or information but as the primary route to upward

mobility, to “lift ourselves up” as Jesus might put it. To get a good job you need a good education.

And yet Jesus speaks of ambition, the desire for self-improvement and higher status and says,

“All who lift themselves up will be brought low, and those who make themselves low will be lifted up.”

In saying that, in impugning our ambition, it’s as if Jesus took this fancy dinner table and

flipped it over, sending all the fine china and crystal crashing to the floor.

Then, perhaps after watching how much his host enjoyed hearing Jesus’s criticism of his

guests, Jesus actually turns upon his host: “When you host a lunch or dinner, don’t invite your

friends, your brothers and sisters, your relatives, or rich neighbours. If you do, they will invite you in

return and that will be your reward. Instead, when you give a banquet, invite the poor, crippled, lame,

and blind. And you will be blessed because they can’t repay you. Instead, you will be repaid when the

just are resurrected.”

With the dinner party in a shambles, the host Pharisee probably asked nervously “Uh, say

would anyone like dessert?”

It’s one more flip of an already upside down table. The fine dinner party is ruined. Jesus has

made a mess of a formal evening of good manners, fine food, and polite chitchat.

We are gathered here in church this morning watching Jesus. Perhaps we are watching him

with motives higher than those Pharisees. We watch Jesus in order to learn from him, to figure him

out, to walk with him as faithful followers.

So at this Sabbath meal at the Pharisee’s house, we join the host and the guests in watching

Jesus. But (surprise!) Jesus is watching them. Watching the guests jockey for the best seats at table,
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Jesus urges a topsy-turvy etiquette: always take the least prestigious places so that when your host

gets there, the host will say, “Move up!” and will say to those on top, “Move down!”

Watching the host enjoy himself getting the guests, Jesus turns to his host and says, “And

when you give a dinner, don’t invite these stuff shirts, your friends and cronies who will return the

favor, ‘Instead, when you give a banquet, invite the poor, crippled, lame, and blind. And you will be

blessed because they can’t repay you.’”

In that culture, in that day–well let’s be honest, in this culture in our day–we often invite others

expecting to be repaid. An invitation deserves an invitation in return. Jesus is advocating nothing less

than a complete turning upside down of our most cherished values and widely practised social ethics.

And though Luke doesn’t say much about this, I would bet that there was quite a push back by

both guests and hosts that night at the table. Are you feeling, in your heart, some of that pushback?

Some of you have worked very hard to get a seat at the table. Others of you have paid a very high

price – neglected health, spent time away from the family, had less opportunity to engage in a

cherished hobby–to be given a best seat at the table.

And yet, here Jesus turns the table upon us, turns it upside down. In his world the folk at the

top are sent down and those on the bottom are called up.

In the sacrament of communion we are called to join Jesus and his friends, not at the

Pharisee’s table but at the Lord’s table. Perhaps we come to those services expecting to break bread

with Jesus and to have him lay upon us some inspiring thoughts and noble, uplifting ideas.

But the truth is, he says nothing at the table to uplift us but rather urges us to go lower.

Sometimes in this life we are the host, inviting others to the table. Sometimes we are the

guests who are the recipients of the hospitality of others. And to us all, hosts and guests, Jesus turns

the tables on our conventional wisdom.
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We invite Jesus to come in, to sit down with us, and to share some uplifting thoughts only to

have him turn us into his guests, laying upon us a wisdom that goes against much of the way we

conduct our lives.

A church in a great city found itself surrounded by the homeless who clustered around the

church, sleeping on the porches and porticoes. The church struggled with their “homeless problem.”

What should they do about the trash, the syringes that often greeted them on the church grounds on

Sunday morning? Those who camped around the church were a particular problem when the church

had a program or dinner in the evening. Many felt uncomfortable and uneasy walking past the

sleeping bags, the people hanging out near the building.

At the annual church dinner–a grand affair, catered, each table decorated with flowers, a guest

speaker–there was particular uneasiness among many. But the evening went off without a hitch.

Members enjoyed themselves; everyone agreed the menu was the best ever.

The minister asked one of the oldest members to give the closing prayer for the evening, a

woman who had been a member of the church ever since she was baptized as a baby. The

fellowship hall, in which the evening was held, was even named for her parents.

She stood up and said, “What a wonderful evening we have had. What a blessing to be with

so many wonderful church friends. As we go forth this evening, let us attend to the words of our Lord.

We have heard so many fine thoughts tonight, but let’s allow Jesus to have the last word: ‘When you

give a dinner, don’t invite your friends, your brothers and sisters, Instead, when you give a banquet,

invite the poor, crippled, lame, and blind. And you will be blessed.’ Amen.”

It was a fine evening until Jesus showed up and turned the tables upside down. That’s what

he does. We are witnessing a clash of values, a collision of two different cultures. In our world, the

rich, powerful, and privileged (us) utilize our invitations to others as a means of validating our
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superiority. We invite others and expect to be invited by them in return. A dinner is an intimate

occasion, so we pare down the guest list to include those with whom we are the most comfortable.

Jesus speaks of a very different set of values. The question we must answer is; Are we still willing to

listen to Jesus, to watch Jesus at work, and to eat at his table?

I hope so, for therein is our salvation. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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