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In the Name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
I'd like to begin today with how we ended last week's sermon -- where is your place in the story that we've just heard? 
 
I ask because I've found this question particularly helpful lately, often because I'm not always aware of how and where I 
most readily identify in Jesus' stories and parables. As we've said before, it's easy to take a Gospel story from one perspective 
and one perspective only. If we were reading the Prodigal Son, for example, and you're the older brother who always worked 
hard and kept your head down, your own life perspective might make you read and hear that story much, much differently 
than, say, your father might -- you might read it and quickly side with the son who stayed home, angered and upset by the 
father's leniency towards your wasteful brother. Meanwhile, a father could read it and realize that he always wished he could 
have acted more like the father in the story -- forgiving, merciful, joyful. Either way, our gut reaction to many stories in the 
Bible is typically the one that stays with us; we take our lesson, and we move on. 
 
However, a shift in perspective can do wonders in opening up the meaning and experience of our sacred texts, and today's 
Gospel is no different. In fact, Jesus does the perspective shifting for us, in a way -- while he's attending a dinner party, he 
offers wisdom both to those who were invited to the party and to the host. 
 
Where's your part in the story? Are you the one hosting the fancy party, or are you just excited to have received the 
invitation? 
 
Regardless, this is one of those great moments in scripture when Jesus turns everything on its head. Just when we think we 
might have something figured out, it's almost as if he pulls the rug out from under us and makes us reconsider what life in 
this kingdom of his is really all about. 
 
He first addresses the guests, and it's interesting that Jesus gives advice to his listeners today in full knowledge that the playing 
field of social status isn't a level one. 'Don't take the place of honor,' he says, 'because someone more distinguished than you 
will probably come along.' Instead, he says to go to the lowest place -- because when the host does come, he can then invite 
you up higher. 
 
Now this goes against every competitive instinct in our bodies: 
 
We did not play sports or march in the band so that we might take home a last place trophy. 
We don't go to work day in and day out hoping to be demoted out of the corner office and back to being an intern doing 
coffee runs. 
And we probably don't actively seek out less honorable positions. No one goes out of their way to grab the middle seat on an 
airplane, and anyone over 18 would dread being sent back to the kiddy table at Thanksgiving. 
 
Jesus concludes this little chat with the proverbial punch line, if you will: "For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and 
those who humble themselves will be exalted." And even though we don't want the last place trophy or the seat at the kiddy 
table, this line should come as no surprise to those who have followed Jesus -- we've heard his blessed mother say as much, 
we've heard him preach it on the mount, we've heard him confuse his disciples up and down the hills of Galilee with it, and 
we can practically hear this truth in almost every one of his lessons -- that the first will be last, and the last will be first. That 
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the mighty will be brought down and the lowly lifted up. That the exalted will be humbled, and the humble will be exalted. 
If reading scripture with a change of perspective helps us understand this truth, we'd better get used to it: God's very 
kingdom is a shift in perspective, a changing of the status quo, a redefining of what 'honor' and 'blessing' and 'power' even 
mean -- hope for the hopeless, jubilation for the meek, life for the dead. 
 
All of that was for the guests. But the host (and those who may identify with that role) isn't off the hook. Jesus also gives a 
wise word to those who may be accustomed to judging their own status by who is seen with them. He tells them, 'When you 
give a party, don't invite those you know, or those who love you, or those who can do something for you -- but the opposite 
-- those whom you don't know, those whom no one loves, those who not only can't do anything for you but those who can't 
pay back a favor at all.' Again, this might go against every instinct we have, but if we can't imagine inviting in the kind of 
people Jesus asks us to invite in, maybe we're not actually the hosts in more scenarios than we'd think. I do think the Church 
must hear this second half of the reading as an ongoing truth, that our doors and our gifts and our resources must always be 
available to those who need it the most -- especially if such generosity cannot be repaid -- because we believe in a God who 
has shown us unequaled generosity. That we who live our lives in this place trying to be good hosts and welcoming the least 
of society have been welcomed ourselves by the God of hosts. That we who struggle at times to be merciful have been shown 
mercy. That we who, because of our sin, have found ourselves to be among the lowly have been made worthy by the Son of 
God who, because of his great love for us, will say 'friend, come up a bit higher.' 
 
I would think that is our place in this story, as those who have been redeemed from a place of lowliness to the height of joy in 
Christ Jesus. But that doesn't take our responsibility away from us. If anything, we ought to hear these words today not just 
as a plea to be moral people, but as something so much more -- as a recognition of what life in God's kingdom is really all 
about. About how this great reversal of first and last and exalted and humbled is not a dream for the future but a present 
reality on earth now just as it is in heaven. That if this life prepares us for the life to come, it will have the same qualities -- the 
host cannot ignore the poor now only to acknowledge them later; and the guests cannot claim honor now without losing it 
later.  
 
So wherever you are in this story -- however your story fits into this lovely mosaic that is the kingdom of God -- know that it 
fits into a story much larger than any of us, within a whole narrative of life, death, and resurrection; and know that it is a 
story without an end, for God has called each of us -- invited each of us by his overwhelming grace -- to a place at his heavenly 
banquet. 
 
Amen. 

 


