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Luke 14:1, 7-14 — 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 honor, he told them a parable. "When you are invited by someone 
to a wedding banquet, do not sit down at the place of honor, 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 honored 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.” Jesus also said to the one who had invited him, "When you 
give a luncheon or a dinner, do not invite your friends or your siblings or your relatives or rich 
neighbors, in case they may invite you in return, and you would be repaid. But when you give a 
banquet, invite the poor, the disabled, the blind. And you will be blessed, because they cannot 
repay you, for you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.” 

It seems that Jesus is pretty good at reading people. At this dinner party, which is hosted by a 
prominent religious figure, he notices how the guests are choosing the places of honor at the 
table. Presumably, this doesn’t mean that they’re literally clamoring for the best seats, clawing at 
each other for the spots that everyone wants. No, presumably, these guests are like us: they are 
much more subtle than that. I imagine someone entering this house for the party and then slowly, 
nonchalantly, inching their way towards the front of the room, so that when the host says, 
“Alright, everyone, take a seat,” they just so happen to be standing in front of a prime spot. I 
imagine one of the guests noticing a local celebrity on the other side of the room, someone who 
the guest doesn’t know well but who they would certainly like to know better. Perhaps the guest 
moseys over to where this prominent person is standing and thinks, “If I can strike up a 
conversation, keep him chatting long enough, then maybe, he’ll invite me to sit next to him, at 
the head of the table.” The guest probably doesn’t think these exact words; he doesn’t need to 
make a conscious calculation. Like us, he’s been doing this sort of thing for a very long time. 
Like us, he plays the social game as if it was part of his nature.  

This game can be described as a table, long and rectangular, where there’s one head of the table, 
and people close to the head, and then there’s people farther and farther away. And the goal of 
the game, we all know, is to get as close to the head of the table as you can; to get closer than 
that person or those people; and, of course, to appear as if we’re not trying too hard to get closer 
than that person or those people. After all, we still want to be nice people, right? We just want to 
be nice people at the top.   



We can also describe this game as a ladder. This language gets used often, as we know. There’s a 
top and a bottom, and everyone is trying to climb up and to not get knocked down. Whether the 
ladder is social, economic, intellectual, religious, or otherwise, we all want to get higher up. We 
all want to get ahead. Again, we also want to be nice people. But it sure would be nice, wouldn’t 
it, to be a nice person at the top.  

Now, don’t get me wrong: I don’t think that the guests at this dinner party are bad people or that 
they are necessarily behaving sinfully. Jesus doesn’t condemn them, and we don’t need to either 
— especially because we are often just like them. So, I’m not looking to point a finger this 
morning; I just want to ask: Is this the best we can do? In the Gospel of John, Jesus says, “I have 
come to give you life, and life to the fullest.” This game that we so often play, climbing the 
ladder: does it actually help us in our quest for life to the fullest? Or does it hurt us more than it 
helps? If we truly believe that Jesus shows us what it means to live life to the fullest, then we 
should ask: What does Jesus think of this game that everyone’s playing?  

Again, he doesn’t condemn the guests. And in fact, the first thing that he says to them looks a lot 
like a strategy for the game! “When you’re invited by someone to an important event,” he says, 
“don’t sit down in one of the prestigious seats, in case someone more prestigious than you comes 
in and ends up being given that very seat. Then, you’ll be asked to get up and move down a 
way’s, and won’t that be embarrassing? Everyone will see that you thought you were more 
prestigious than you actually are. No, instead,” Jesus says, “aim low. Don’t presume to be 
someone important. Don’t act or think like you deserve something special. Just sit down at the 
end or off to the side, with ordinary folk. And then, if anything, you’ll be moved up, not down.” 
This is social advice. Jesus is coaching us on how to play the game! Perhaps he knows that we 
are so used to life on the ladder, that we’ll have a hard time walking away from it. So, Jesus 
starts by appealing to the game itself: if nothing else, he says, it’s good strategy to err on the side 
of humility, instead of pride. It’s advantageous for you to tone down your expectations of being 
liked or praised or held in high regard. If you won’t be modest for any other reason, at least do it 
for the sake of your social standing.  

Ultimately, though, Jesus isn’t talking about strategies for dinner parties, and though he may 
begin by appealing to our game of upward mobility, he doesn’t end there. Ultimately, Jesus is 
appealing to what he calls the Kingdom of God. He is teaching us about the way things are 
supposed to be under God’s reign. And under God’s reign, our standard social endeavors get 
quite the shock.  

“For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be 
exalted.” This idea of social upheaval and reversal gets repeated throughout the four gospels, in 
different forms. And the tone is set at the beginning of Luke’s gospel, in what we call Mary’s 
Magnificat: “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for the Lord 
has looked with favor on the lowliness of God’s servant. … The Lord has brought down the 
powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; the Lord has filled the hungry with good 
things, and sent the rich away empty.” In Luke chapter 1.  



And it’s not just the gospels that offer us these images of upheaval and reversal. According to the 
Hebrew prophets, in the reign of God, valleys are raised up and mountains are brought down. 
Some people dwell in the valleys of life, and some people dwell on the mountaintops. Most of us 
have dwelt in both places, in various ways. In the Hebrew prophets, in the gospels, and 
throughout the bible, we are reminded that the Spirit is both uplifting the people of God and 
humbling the people of God.  

I admit that, in many ways, I have lived on a mountaintop. In many ways, I am not one of the 
poor and disenfranchised, who Jesus compared himself to when he said, “What you do for the 
least of these, you have done for me.” So, in many ways, I am called not to upward mobility, but 
to downward mobility. In the reign of God, I am called to move down the ladder, not up. I am 
called to the margins of the dinner party, and to the margins of our community, where the least of 
these have been forced for far too long. 

Our reading ends with Jesus giving one last piece of social advice, and this one really throws our 
game into disarray: “When you host a meal in your home,” Jesus says, “don’t invite friends, 
wealthy neighbors, or prominent people. That’ll easily become a game of ‘I scratch your back, 
you scratch mine.’; instead,” Jesus says, “invite people who can’t return the favor. Give not 
because you want something in exchange, but because living generously is a part of life to the 
fullest. When you host a meal in your home, invite the people who don’t get invited very often. 
Invite the people who you’ve previously tended to avoid. Invite the people whom high society 
regards as unfit and undesirable. For God desires them and sees them as perfect fits for God’s 
Kingdom.  

We’re not likely to win the game if we play this way. But in the end, that might be a good thing. 
We could spend our entire lives scrambling up ladders, struggling to prove our worth to 
ourselves, or our neighbors, or the world, and it’s exhausting. We try so hard to be liked, and we 
want so badly to be praised, as if what this person or that person thought about us mattered more 
than what God has said about us: that we are beloved children of God, and we are enough, just as 
we are, now. Friends, if we don’t want to be controlled by the game, we’ve gotta break its rules 
every once in a while. So, let’s climb down the ladder. Let’s slide down a few seats. Let’s remind 
ourselves that popularity is fleeting, but generosity is lasting. Jesus tells us that we’ll find life to 
the fullest among the least of these. Let’s step out from the dinner party and start looking. Amen. 


