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 The game of prestige, honor, status, position starts early. Jostling for position 

on the playground, the terror of waiting to be picked for teams, not being asked to 

sit at the table with the cool kids.  I still remember vividly my first day in 

kindergarten. We were all skipping around the room, and the teacher pulled me out 

because I was only skipping on one leg.  

 We humans are social creatures. Our lives are all about playing the game. In 

this week’s gospel text, it’s hard to believe that Jesus isn’t in some sense telling us 

how to play the game. Jesus is at a dinner party. This is a dinner party thrown by a 

leader of the Pharisees, one of the highest of the elite of the religious establishment. 

And while he is at the party, Jesus takes note of the way in which people are 

jockeying for position, seeking to have the places of great honor around the table. 

 In Jesus’s day, in Palestine, tables at a feast were low to the ground, solid 

blocks, in the shape of a “U.” All the guests would recline on low couches around the 

table. At the bend of the U would be the host, in this case, the Pharisee. The place of 

greatest honor would be the seat immediately to the host’s right. The next place of 

honor would be immediately to his left. The next would be the second seat to the 

right, and so on, until we reach the places of least honor, the no man’s land of the 

outermost seats at the end of the legs of the U. 



 The kind of scene which Jesus witnesses and which Luke describes was 

apparently pretty common.  Apparently, people who were eager to get a better seat 

would arrive earliest, and try to judge where it would be safe to sit, in order to avoid 

the humiliation of being asked to give up the seat for a more important person.  You 

see, the religious and social culture of that day had very strict and well-developed 

social rules for eating together, and there were an incredible number of do’s and 

don’ts.  The ways you interacted in these settings were very much tied to your social 

standing and your place in society.  

First, Jesus offers some useful advice.  Sit at the least honorable place, so 

that your host can invite you to the higher place. But then he adds, when you 

entertain, forget your usual guest list. Do something entirely different. Invite those 

of no social rank whatsoever, those entirely without the means to return the honor. 

Jesus urges the Pharisee to invite the poor, the crippled, the blind and the lame, 

those whom no one invites.  God’s etiquette reminds us to invite the very least: the 

poor, lame, and blind. And when we show generosity to those who can never give in 

turn, Jesus says that we’ll find out something incredible. We won’t be repaid in the 

usual way, but we’ll be repaid by God himself. 

This is the great leveling. This great leveling is something that Jesus talks 

about all the time. The first will be last and the last first. In relation to personal 

spirituality, you might try a specific exercise. Ask yourself, what are the things that 

I regard as being below me? What is too humble or demeaning for me to do? What 



am I too good to do? This self-examination may reveal how you value yourself, 

where you glorify yourself, and where you are truly humble. 

 Jesus is offering us a vision of a fresh start, a new world, one that has 

nothing to do with social prestige. For some of us, this is hard and challenging good 

news for those of us who have been sure that we knew who was on God’s list and 

who wasn’t. Jesus is offering us a vision of a table at which no one has a place of 

honor, because everyone is in the place of honor. The clear mandate from his 

teaching is that everyone has a responsibility to give gifts for which we cannot be 

repaid. Jesus frames this responsibility as an opportunity to be repaid for 

righteousness at the coming of the Kingdom of God. This is the reward that is 

promised for those who give gifts for which they cannot be repaid.  May we give 

such gifts. Amen. 

 


