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It was just two years ago that we celebrated the 500th Anniversary of 

the Reformation.  Special events were held throughout the calendar 

year and they culminated on Sunday, October 29, when more than 

3,000 people attended a special worship service at the Washington 

National Cathedral.  I knew it would be crowded so I went early to get 

a good parking spot and to get a good seat.   
 

So did everyone else!  By the time I arrived half of the sanctuary was 

filled with people but I still managed to get a good seat because of the 

wonderful people from Redeemer who got there before me.  But once 

I was settled in my seat I noticed that most of the front was roped off.  

And then I watched closely as people entered those reserved spots.  

Men were in tuxedos and women were in long gowns.  From my work 

with the ELCA I recognized some of them as staff members from our 

national church.  Some of the others were synod bishops and still 

others were ecumenical leaders.   
 

I must confess that in my humanity I was a bit jealous that all those 

church leaders and honored guests were sitting in those coveted seats.  

After all I left early to get a good parking spot and a good seat.  But I 

had sufficient time to ask God for forgiveness and I did my very best 

to cleanse my heart and mind before the service started.   
 

Once I settled down I thought about the parable that we just read.  I 

wondered what would have happened if our presiding bishop stood up 

and invited all those distinguished guests to move to the back of the 

church to let those in the back to come forward.  I wondered what 

would have happened if our presiding bishop asked those of us (who 

sat closer to the front) to stand so that there would be room to invite 

those on the streets to come inside to hear the good news of Jesus 

Christ. 
 

 

 

We talk so much about being careful about what we say to others and 

what we say about others.  We know words matter and they have the 

capacity to hurt someone as deeply as a physical wound.  Our words 

tumble out so easily and we must hold them in check because once 

out we cannot take them back.  However, in our lesson today we hear 

that our actions matter as well.  We know the old adage: Actions 

speak louder than words.  What we do can have more impact on a 

person than what we say.  Our actions show intention and we  must be 

held accountable for what we do because it speaks to our character.  
 

So when Jesus went to the house of a Pharisee to eat a meal on the 

Sabbath, those in attendance were watching him closely to see what 

he would do.  By this time they wanted to catch him breaking the law 

so that they could arrest him.  And in the verses that follow (that is 

not part of our reading) a man appeared in front of Jesus who had 

some disease.  Jesus asked those who were watching him if it was 

lawful to heal on the Sabbath.  They remained silent and Jesus took 

the man and healed him and sent him away.  Then Jesus challenged 

those same people by asking them if their own child or their valued ox 

fell into a well, would they not immediately pull either of them out 

even if it were on the Sabbath?  Again they had no reply. 
 

I love this next part because now Jesus is watching these people more 

closely to see what they do and he notices how the guests are taking 

the places of honor.  It becomes (for Jesus) a teaching moment.   
 

On the surface it seems that Jesus is making some kind of social 

statement.  He is telling us the polite thing to do when in a similar 

situation.  And our egos are so big that we could read this parable and 

think to ourselves that in order to avoid embarrassment we need to 

take a backseat and wait patiently to be invited forward.  But Jesus is 

not offering us a way to get what we really want (a good parking spot 

and a good seat).  We are to be in the back out of humility and not as 

some kind of strategy to move up.  It is almost comical to imagine a 

mad, competitive rush for the lowest places, with our ears cocked 

toward the host, waiting for the call to come forward.   
 

In the kingdom of God (which is what we are really walking about) 

we need to make room for others so that they can see what we already 

see and what we already know.  When we hold back and let others 

take the lead then it becomes a wonderful opportunity for them to use 



and develop their spiritual gifts.  When we offer people places of 

honor (that they have never experienced before) it is very humbling to 

witness their gratitude.  Once we remove ourselves from the front 

then we understand what Jesus wants from us.  We are to act in such a 

way that others know where they stand and how they measure up in 

the kingdom of God.  And it comes as no surprise that they count too! 
 

Jesus is bold enough to tell us today that all the things that we do to 

elevate ourselves and put ourselves in a class that sets us apart from 

others is simply not of God.  And when we take that further we come 

to understand that Jesus is telling us that we cannot stand on our own 

accomplishments, our own wealth, our own attitudes, our good looks 

or our strengths or our intelligence. We have been claimed by God 

and invited to love others, honor others, and respect others.  And we 

are to do this not just with our words but with our actions.   
 

Once Jesus made that point clear then he turned to the host to help 

him understand what it means to serve in that role.  In his culture, a 

host would make a guest list that consisted of people who could return 

the favor.  However, in the kingdom of God, with God as the host, we 

know we could never repay God for his gracious and abounding and 

steadfast love and we are asked to do the same.  We are to put our-

selves in the presence of people without any thought of gain and with 

no possibility of return.   
 

I believe Jesus is asking us to not only provide for the needs of the 

poor but to actually invite them to share a meal.  I base that on the 

understanding of the word hospitality in Scripture.  It literally means 

love of stranger.  We are to expand our time with friends and family 

to include those who are in no position to host us in return.  Although 

it is wonderful that we send food to those in need, this encourages us 

to sit at the table together.  Such actions tell the others that we accept 

them, we recognize them as equals, and we reinforce the gospel 

message as we break bread together.  It is something we all have to 

grow into . . .  
 

A few days after the 500th Anniversary celebration at the Washington 

National Cathedral, our bishop wrote words of apology to church 

leaders for keeping so many spaces reserved for people in the front 

rows.  He acknowledged it did not represent what we do as church.   

As I fast forward to this past Sunday, in the afternoon I attended the 

farewell celebration for our synod bishop.  Well over 200 people 

attended and when I arrived I took a seat close to the back.  Pastor 

Jeff Wilson joined me and Pastor Roger and Pastor Paul were just two 

rows in front of us.  When Bishop Gohl from the Delaware, Maryland 

Synod arrived he sat behind us.  At one point in the service another 

bishop who was sitting up front came looking for Bishop Gohl and 

invited him forward.  I could hear him say that he would rather stay in 

the back.  I do not know why he chose to sit in the back but for me his 

actions showed intention and spoke volumes about his character. 

Amen 
 


