Texts: Proverbs 25:6-7; Psalm 112; Hebrews 13:1-8, 15-16; Luke 14: 1, 7-14

How many of you remember sitting at a “children’s table” when you were a kid at Thanksgiving or Christmas or some other big family gathering?  I do – I sat with my cousins in the kitchen at my aunt and uncle’s house because their dining room table wasn’t big enough for everyone to get around.  The children’s table wasn’t necessarily a bad thing but by the time I was in high school I wanted to sit with the adults and be a part of their conversation rather than deal with my bratty younger cousins.  But somehow I hadn’t yet “earned my place” with the adults. 


It might seem odd to hear about sitting at “higher” and “lower” places in this morning’s Gospel.  Just about the only time that there is a special seat of honor at a dinner talbe nowadays is at some kind of formal occasion.  Think about a wedding reception, when the wedding party sits at a head table.  Think about a formal state dinner where the President or Prime Minister is seated up on a dais.  Or maybe some type of fundraising dinner, where there is an award to be given and the person who receives that award is expected to make a speech.  In my first career, fundraising, I planned those types of dinners, and one of the most complicated and unpleasant tasks was to decide who was to be seated at which table with who.


But even with all these examples, we still don’t quite get what it meant to be seated “higher” or “lower” in Jesus’ day.  Who you were connected to meant everything in that society.  If you held a higher status, you were in a position to bestow favors and so you expected that those below you would suck up to you.  If you held a lower status, you tried to curry favor, but if you did get singled out for a favor, you knew that you would owe something in return.  The social fabric of the Roman Empire was based up on this system of honor and shame and everyone knew their place in it.


So here comes Jesus to the Pharisee’s house for a meal.  It’s always the little details that make a difference in the gospels, and here we read that the Pharisees, the religious leaders, were watching Jesus closely.  In their eyes, Jesus was defying the laws of Moses.  Last week we read about how he healed a bent-over woman on the Sabbath, and in the verses that are left out of this morning’s reading, as he is on his way to the dinner party, Jesus heals a man with dropsy.   Of course the Pharisees are watching Jesus closely.  They want to catch him again in some act that goes against the commandments.  They are building a case against him.

But Jesus is also watching closely.  He is watching these religious leaders decide where each of them will take his place at the table.  I suspect that the dinner guests knew the pecking order, but that didn’t stop any of them from trying to get a better seat for themselves.


So Jesus tells them a little parable, about the embarrassment of being asked to move if someone of higher status shows up.  What Jesus says may sound like table manners, but they are far more.  Sit at a lower place, he teaches, so that your host might invite you to move up higher.  “For all who exalt themselves will be humbled and all who humble themselves will be exalted.”  These are earth-shattering words, but they are no different from the words that Jesus’ own mother Mary spoke at the very beginning of Luke’s gospel:  “He has brought down the powerful from their thrones and lifted up the lowly.”  Mary’s prophecy has been fulfilled in her son Jesus.

Then, if it’s possible to say anything even more revolutionary, Jesus says it: “When you give a banquet, don’t invite anyone who can invite you back in return.  Instead, invite those who cannot repay – the poor, the crippled, the lame and the blind.”  In other words, the folks you wish would just go away.  The folks whose kids qualify for free lunch at school.  The folks who pay their rent with Section 8 vouchers.  The cripples.  The losers.  The invisible ones.  The ones who ought to know their place.  


Our culture recoils from Jesus’ words.  Whether we are talking about entertainment, politics, sports, business or even churches, we are impressed with bigness, loudness and flashiness.  We want to associate with the high achievers.  And so much in our lives is about quid pro quo – about payback, and staying competitive and contracts: “if you hold up your end of the bargain, then I will hold up mine.”  About what you deserve to have.

But to eat and drink at God’s table is to oppose that quid-pro-quo view of the world.  And it’s hard to do.  To eat and drink at God’s table is to see the people around that table as children of the same heavenly Father that you are.  To eat and drink at God’s table is to come to know that you cannot possibly repay the grace and mercy that rain down upon you.  To eat and drink at God’s table is to come to know that there is no achieving or deserving or jockeying for position.  Everyone has a place at the table.  There is no “higher” or “lower” status.  Here in this sanctuary, here at this table, we practice the hospitality that Jesus commanded.  Every single person is welcome here.

Which is why what I am about to tell you makes me so angry.  Someone in this assembly has been writing harassing letters to another family in this assembly.  The letters are anonymous, unsigned.  I will not read them because of their personal nature but I will say that they suggest that the recipients do not “know their place” in “our church.”

First of all, this is not “our church.”  This is Christ’s church.  In Christ’s church, there is no place for anonymous letter-writing.  If you cannot own your words, if you cannot speak them aloud or sign your name to them, you should think very hard about whether they ought to be spoken or written in the first place.  In Christ’s church, we speak to each other, not about each other.  In Christ’s church, we work out our differences with each other by talking with each other.  

Secondly, I believe that the person who wrote these letters can hear me speaking.  So, I expect to hear from you.  I expect you to make yourself known to me.  I do not intend to shame you.  We need to talk because we need to work on reconciliation with the family you have criticized.

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus told those who follow him, “If you are offering your gift at the altar and you remember that a brother or sister has something against you, leave your gift at the altar and first be reconciled to your brother or sister.”  And in Matthew 18, Jesus instructs his disciples how to deal with disagreement: first go directly to the person who hurt you and try to work it out.  If that doesn’t work, bring along one or two others as witnesses and try again.  Jesus is talking about the power of fellowship and community.  These are healthy ways of dealing with disagreement and conflict.  Writing anonymous letters is not.  

You know this about me:  my highest value as your pastor is that everyone is welcome here.  Everyone.  No exceptions. The hospitality that we practice around Christ’s table here in Christ’s church opens the door to the fellowship that we share with each other.  There is no quid pro quo.  There is no children’s table.  There is no head table.  Christ invites every single one of you to His table; there you will receive his mercy, grace and friendship.  Whenever we gather around a table, here in the sanctuary, downstairs in the fellowship hall, at Closer to Home or the Move-In Day lunch; whenever we offer food to hungry strangers or hungry family members, we do it in the name of Christ.  Christ is sitting at the table right there beside us.  It’s a sign of God’s kingdom come.  It’s a sign of God’s will being done, here on earth as it is in heaven.   
2

