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On one occasion when Jesus was going to the house of a leader of the Pharisees to eat
a meal on the sabbath, they were watching him closely. When he noticed how the
guests chose the places of honour, he told them a parable. "When you are invited by
someone to a wedding banquet, do not sit down at the place of honour, in case
someone more distinguished than you has been invited by your host; and the host who
invited both of you may come and say to you, 'Give this person your place,' and then in
disgrace you would start to take the lowest place. But when you are invited, go and sit
down at the lowest place, so that when your host comes, he may say to you, 'Friend,
move up higher'; then you will be honoured in the presence of all who sit at the table
with you. For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble
themselves will be exalted."
He said also to the one who had invited him, "When you give a luncheon or a dinner, do
not invite your friends or your brothers or your relatives or rich neighbours, in case they
may invite you in return, and you would be repaid. But when you give a banquet, invite
the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind. And you will be blessed, because they
cannot repay you, for you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.

When I was a kid I often got to spend a week or more at my cousins’ house in
Kanata during the summer. I would take the train from St. Catharines to Ottawa
and have a great time with my very cool cousins who had an in-ground pool in
the backyard.
I have lots of great memories of those times, but as a kid you are always struck
by how another household lives and operates. One of the things that intrigued
me was the dinner parties my aunt would throw. These were big deals! My
parents would have people over for dinner, but my aunt Heather would throw
incredible dinner parties that took several days of preparation. Bread and fancy
deserts would be baked. Various appetizers and dishes would be planned and
some prepared a few days or the day before.
The fancy ashtrays were laid out in the living room — it was the late 70’s—early
80’s after all. The music was ready to be played on an enormous console record
player. The table was carefully and correctly laid for 8 -10 people. There were
place names put where people should sit. So my aunt was not just planning the
menu, but planning who should attend and where they should sit. My uncle was
pretty high up working for the government in the Bank of Canada, so I don’t
doubt that they had some interesting and perhaps important guests. I didn’t pay
too much attention to who was there, I was more interested in how fancy and
formal it seemed. Our job as kids was to help clean the house beforehand and to
stay out of the way during the dinner party, usually hanging out in the rec-room in
the basement.
Do any of you remember hosting dinner parties like that? I don’t think they
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happen much like that anymore. With women and men working long hours there
just isn’t the energy to entertain the way they did in the 60’s, 70’s and 80’s. I still
marvel at people who are good at the art of the dinner party which combines
preparing good food but also making sure you have the right people at the table
so that the evening is fun and a success. You want just enough flavour and spice
in the food and in the conversation to make the evening come alive. So, who is at
the table is just as important as what is on the table.
Jesus was invited to a dinner party. It wasn’t because he was rich or important
that he was invited. I don’t even think it was because they liked him. The reading
makes it clear that they were watching him carefully. Who were they? The
Pharisees in particular and religious leaders in general. I imagine the host
Pharisee invited Jesus to add some spice to the conversation. I mean if the
Pharisee only invited other Pharisees who were pretty concerned about following
precisely each of the 613 laws in the Torah — it wouldn’t have been the most
interesting dinner party! (Maybe like having a dinner party of all accountants or
something! Oops, bad stereotype!) Jesus was many things, but boring was not
one of them. Everywhere he went Jesus added flavour, life and spice. On this
occasion, Jesus did not disappoint.
Jesus completely blows up their understanding of the art of the dinner party. He
tells the guests they are doing it wrong and then he tells the host that he’s doing
it wrong.
To the guests, he says that instead of sitting in the places of honour near the
head of the table, they should come with humility and sit lower down at the table.
Where you sat at the table mattered. This went totally against the social norms.
Humility was not a value at that time — honour was. Honouring those who
deserved it and being worthy of honour was highly valued. Deliberately devaluing
yourself and sitting at the lesser end of the table was an unimaginable thing to
do. The text doesn’t say, but my guess is that Jesus sat down at the lower end of
the table … but I wonder if he was invited up to a more prominent location. What
do you think? I kind of doubt it. I suspect they all believed they were more
important, better followers of the law than this poor preacher from Galilee.
Jesus modelled a life of humility without in any way losing sight of who he was.
Humility is a funny thing. We all have a need to be seen and to be valued. When
a group of younger people, probably Gen Z’s, but I can’t remember the exact
demographic, were asked if they would rather be rich or be popular. The vast
majority chose popular. Popular is about being seen — being recognized and
being valued. I’m sure they would be very happy to be rich and popular, but the
fact that they chose popular tells me that, even more than the security and the
comfort that comes from money, younger people need to feel seen and valued.
So, there is a push to put yourself out there and be an influencer, be a star or at
least to be as close to the stars as possible. (As if knowing an important person
can rub off on you and make you important too!)
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As I heard someone say, “Humility is not thinking less of yourself, but thinking of
yourself less”.
While the Pharisees and the others were swimming in the waters of their
culture— increasingly the dominant Roman culture— along with being immersed
in their own insecurities and egos, Jesus was swimming in the waters of the
kingdom of God, the water of abundant life and love. It’s hard when you are
immersed in a culture to see any other way of living. It’s hard when you are filled
with real insecurities and focussed on preserving yourself to see beyond yourself.
But immersed in God’s way of living, Jesus knew his value did not come from
where he sat at a table, or how others liked him or how many followers he had,
but only in God’s tenacious love. His security did not come from status or money,
but from God. Because of this, he could see the value in people no one else
could.
Invite “the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind”, he told the host. These
were the least desirable and least deserving in that culture. Disabled people
today would likely tell you that not much has changed, as so much remains
inaccessible. But in that time there was a sense that if you were poor, crippled,
lame or blind that you had done something to deserve this fate.
And Jesus wasn’t suggesting that they just give alms to the poor — that they
wrap up the leftovers of the meal and give it out at the door after the meal — no!
He’s suggesting that you invite them to the banquet, to the wedding feast. Why?
Not because he pitied them, but because he knew that there was true value in
every person. I have no doubt it would have been a livelier dinner party than the
one he was at where everyone seemed to be ‘watching everyone else’ and being
careful about what they said.
You gotta wonder: Why would Jesus even attend a dinner where he wasn’t going
to be honoured? And why would he give this advice that was radical and likely
not very well received?
Jesus’ whole purpose was to bring the kingdom of God to earth, to reconcile the
world to God. Friends, this is what Jesus says the kingdom of God is like. The
kingdom of heaven is like a lavish banquet where God is the host. When God
sends an invitation to his banquet, we could never repay it. How could you ever
repay God’s favour? You can’t. It’s grace. And when you experience real grace
— when you experience God’s love for you, just the way you are — not because
of what you did or didn’t do— that kind of love makes you come alive.
Back to my question, why would Jesus go to that dinner party? I mean part of me
wants to say to Jesus ‘Look, you’ve got three years to reach people and heal
people and transform people…why waste your time on these Pharisees dug in to
their own world view? And who are watching your every move and criticizing you
behind your back?’
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But you know what? The other part of me loves that Jesus goes to that dinner. I
love that he eats with people who are so not worthy of his presence. Because it
gives me hope. Because if he would take the time to be with the know-it-all, myway’s-the-best-way Pharisees, maybe he would dine with me.
Why does he dine with them? Because the kingdom of God is offered to those
who don’t deserve it. It’s offered to me and to you. None of us deserves it.
And yet if you listen you will hear Jesus saying “Look! I’m standing at the door
and knocking. If any hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to be with
them, and will have dinner with them, and they will have dinner with me.”
An invitation to dinner is an invitation to a relationship.
The invitation is to everyone. The invitation is to see when we are immersed in a
culture that is not good — that values some and not others. The invitation is to
see the culture, but live differently in the kingdom of God which values the
homeless as much as the taxpayer, that values Indigenous and people from
every culture of the world as well as white people — that values people with
physical and mental challenges along with those who are for not strong in body
or mind, that values queer, trans, gay people along with straight. The invitation is
for everyone.
When we recognize that we are on the one hand un-worthy of this Amazing
Grace and on the other hand worthy of the invitation because of God’s incredible
love, then we start seeing the world differently. We start living in a new way…
rooted in God’s love.
What does the 23rd Psalm say? He prepares a banquet for me. God is preparing
a banquet for you. Your name is written on the place card at the table. God loves
you. God has given you a stack of fancy invitations. You don’t have to buy the
groceries, or cook the meal. The meal has been prepared by God. The love feast
is ready. Can you in turn invite others to the dinner party?
Jesus would say “Start by inviting the ones who most need to know that they are
loved and valued … the ones who have been left out and told they are not
worthy. But invite the ones who don’t think they need too — you just never know.
You never know what one great dinner party, hosted by God, will change. But
God knows!
Come to the table. Thanks be to God.
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