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Sermon for Lectionary 22 Pent 12 Year C 2019 
The Highs of Low Places 

 
 
One day God was looking down at earth  
and saw all of the evil that was going on.  
God decided to send one of the angels  
to earth to check things out. 
When the angel returned, she told God, 
“Yes, things are bad on earth!  
I’d estimate its about 95 % bad and 5% good.” 
God thought for a moment and said,  
maybe I had better send another angel to get a second opinion.  
So, God sent yet another angel to earth  
to get another point of view. 
When the second angel returned, she reported to God that indeed 
the earth was in decline—95% bad and 5% good. 
God was not pleased.  
So God decided to email the 5% that were good, 
to encourage them, give them some hope to keep them going. 
Do you know what the email said? 
Huh, you didn’t get one either? Do you know anyone who did? 
 
Do not neglect to how hospitality to strangers, for by doing that 
some have entertained angels without knowing it. 
Makes you wonder if we all showed more hospitality, 
perhaps we would have gotten that email from God. 
Certainly, if not an email, 
perhaps we would have gotten the core of the biblical message 
and the teaching of today’s lessons. 
Lord knows how inhospitable we humans can be. 
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There are people who love to take in stray cats and dogs, 
but stray human beings . . . ? 
Not so much. 
And yet, my grandmother was such a person— 
she didn’t take in stray cats and dogs, 
but she did take “stray” people under her wing. 
Whenever I read or hear this gospel lesson,  
it puts me in mind that my grandmother practiced 
the biblical admonition about hospitality  
into practice fairly often. 
It was not uncommon for us to arrive for Sunday dinner 
and find a complete stranger sharing our meal— 
usually someone she may noticed at church 
or someone she met in the neighborhood, 
or the bus, or out shopping in the local stores. 
She once invited a rather attractive young woman she saw sitting 
alone in church one Sunday morning. 
She invited her home for dinner. 
It seems she had in mind that this young woman be a good 
match for my uncle, her youngest son. 
While she may certainly have helped to entertain an angel, 
her matchmaking didn’t lead to mutual love— 
at least not the kind between husband and wife. 
The young woman went on to marry someone else  
and had a family— 
her daughter was one of my first Sunday school students. 
Not going into any personal details, 
I can tell you that my grandmother’s invitation and welcome 
rescued a lonely young person living in a new place 
where she had no friends or family nearby. 
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My grandmother’s graciously bold hospitality to strangers  
made an impression on me— 
though I’m not sure I’m as fearless as she was 
in inviting strangers to meals at our home  
as frequently or regularly as she did. 
 
Most of us want to live good lives and be good persons— 
just as the writer of the letter to the Hebrews exhorts us: 
Do not neglect to do good and to share what you have, 
for such sacrifices are pleasing to God. 
The writer of the letter to the Hebrews spells it all out for us— 
offering us a short catechism of what it means to do good. 
 
And we all need this reminder. 
You may have noticed a deep contradiction  
and tension in our culture— 
On the one hand, there are plenty of books and messages  
that tell us to “get ahead,”  
encourage us to “make it to the top”, to succeed,  
to be recognized  
and rewarded in high places with highest honors. 
None of these kinds of books or messages  
ever advises that we should make a habit of seeking the margins, 
or the lowest places of invisibility and inconsequence  
far from the “important” action. 
After all, how can one make one’s mark  
on the world from way out there? 
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Neither do these books and messages advise inviting 
unimportant, low status people to important dinner parties— 
people who certainly could not repay the host by  
adding to their social status,  
their networking or their sphere of influence. 
 
And yet, on the other hand . . . 
There are shelves of books, tapes, even telephone apps  
that promise to help us find inner peace, 
wholeness, wellness, how to relax,  
to enjoy fulfilled, happy lives. 
Perhaps it depends on your definition of being fulfilled. 
Or at least of being filled. 
 

Many of you are familiar with the popular book and film, 
Eat, Pray, Love from at least a decade ago now. 
The author writes that she began her spiritual journey 
not with strict esthetic practices, 
but with consuming big plates of pasta with gusto. 
Because eating (a very human and necessary activity) 
and fellowship (another human and necessary activity) 
are entwined in our spiritual lives. 
So, it’s not a huge surprise that meals and food  
are significant in the bible and especially in the gospel of Luke 
where Jesus is always on his way to a meal, 
at a meal, or leaving a meal. 
 

But, Jesus wasn’t necessarily known  
for his politeness around the dinner table. 
Though he received and accepted many dinner invitations, 
inevitably those mealtimes ended in some kind of provocation, 
even insult and scandal. 
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You may recall that a woman of dubious reputation washed 
Jesus’ feet with her tears and then dried them with her hair. 
More than once, he interrupted a meal to heal sick people. 
Jesus often, if not always, broke bread with the “riff-raff”— 
the sinners, the tax collectors, the prostitutes,  
and, oh, that band of rough fishermen  
and the women that followed him about.  
Not only did he fraternize and eat with the “hoi polloi”— 
the common people, the rank and file 
and those considered much lower than that, 
he even took notice of them. 
 
The meal we join Jesus in today, though,  
is at the home of someone who is definitely not considered 
anything near “riff-raff” or “hoi polloi.” 
Jesus is dining with a Pharisee— 
actually, a “leader” of the Pharisees,  
someone considered to be even above those  
who are above the rest. 
Jesus was invited to share the Sabbath meal. 
And, no surprise, he was being watched closely. 
 
But whether they knew it or not,  
those who were watching closely were in turn being surveilled. 
Jesus was keeping watch on what they were up to— 
how the guests were jockeying  
and elbowing their way ahead of the rest,  
choosing the best seats, the seats of honor for themselves. 
After observing their drama for a while, 
Jesus calls them out. 
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Knowing full well the social rules of his day, 
Jesus shuns them and calls for a reversal, a revolution. 
Not a revolution in arms, but a revolution in table manners. 
When you are invited by someone to a wedding banquet, 
do not sit down at the place of honor. 
Go and sit at the lowest place, so that when your host comes, 
[the host] may say to you, ‘Friend, move up higher.’ 
For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, 
and those who humble themselves will be exalted.” 
 

But Jesus isn’t done. 
He then turns to the host and says, 
When you give a luncheon or dinner,  
do not invite your friends or your brothers 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 crippled, the lame, and the blind 
Then you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you.” 
Imagine someone telling you  
who you should invite to a dinner party in your own home! 
 

We don’t know how the host  
and those at that dinner party reacted. 
Did they laugh or titter in discomfort? 
Did they shake their heads in disbelief, 
questioning Jesus’ sanity? 
Did they argue with him? 
Or did they consider their behavior and take his lesson to heart? 
Luke doesn’t tell us. 
And this, in a sense, is as it should be. 
Because Luke intends for Jesus’ words to speak to us. 
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So how do you feel, react to this story and Jesus’ words? 
If you are like me, you feel uncomfortable, 
perhaps a sense of surprise, skepticism, perhaps even fear. 
As in, “Really Jesus? Are you serious? 
Don’t you have any idea what you’re asking?” 
 
Well,  Jesus really does know what he’s asking 
and what he’s talking about. 
Because just as I’m growing comfortable with my faith 
and how I’m living my life,  
a story like this one comes along  
and messes with my complacency and smugness. 
What, don’t exalt myself? 
Don’t massage my Facebook  
or other social media posts to make my life look perfect? 
Don’t judge my worth (or the worth of others) based 
on zip code, dress size, academic accomplishments, or 
professional titles? 
Don’t maximize my social capital at every opportunity? 
Ignore the pecking order—or worse—upend it? 
Don’t network, don’t schmooze,  
don’t jostle for attention? 
Open my heart and my home,  
my community, my country  
to people who can do nothing for me? 
People I have no affinity for? 
People who don’t impress me? 
People whom I can’t impress or earn favors from? 
Why on earth should I or anyone do that? 
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Why? 
Because Jesus our Lord and Savior insists on it. 
Because this is what God wants from us. 
God, the great reverser of our priorities, 
our hierarchies, and our values wants this for us. 
God, who turns us inside out and upside down 
because there is no end to the miserable human game 
of who is “in” and who “out.” 
God in God’s wisdom knows that our anxious scramble  
for greatness will lead to nothing but more anxiety, 
more suspicion, more loneliness, more hatred, 
and more devastation . . . in short,  
more inhospitality. 
 
Though we refuse to believe it, 
Jesus insists God’s kingdom is not a kingdom of scarcity;  
it is one of abundance, 
where all are already welcome, already loved, 
already known, and already cherished . . . 
regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, even creed. 
The currency of God’s kingdom  
where Christ reigns as Lord of all is humility—not arrogance;  
generosity—not stinginess or greed; 
hospitality—not fear and rejection. 
 
The table at the center of that kingdom has so many seats— 
and guess what—they are all premier seats, 
all first-class seats, 
all seats of honor. 
We don’t have to scramble and exhaust ourselves  
to secure a good spot at the Lord’s table. 
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But, let’s confess it: humility is a tricky thing. 
We too easily conflate it with self-effacement, 
low self-esteem, and complicity in the face of oppression. 
Even if we manage to define it in healthy ways, 
humility can betray us. 
The very instant at which we claim humility 
is the moment when it eludes us. 
We may fall into the trap of entering the “humility Olympics”— 
trying to outdo one another in our “humbleness.” 
This is the danger of a false humility, a hypocritical humility. 
Which always makes me think of a Jane Austin character  
in her novel, Emma, who was fond of saying, 
“I never claim that I am an excellent performer, 
only that my friends certainly say that I am.” 
 
Worse of all, very little in our culture rewards  
or supports the humble. 
Whether we are speaking of entertainment, 
politics, sports, even religion, we in Western cultures  
(which is the only culture I or most of us can attest to) 
have an unhealthy admiration for 
the biggest, the greatest, the loudest, the most. 
Whether we recognize or admit it or not, 
we idolize the superlative. 
 

What would happen if we shunned the words  
“most,” and “best,” and “greatest”? 
What would we have left? 
Sadly, the truth is, that historically Western Christianity  
is not known for its humility. 
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This is a sad, costly state of affairs. 
A legacy we must need to grieve and repent. 
Which is exactly what our texts this morning call us to do. 
To whom much is given, much is expected. 
To whom much as been entrusted, 
much stewardship, must servanthood is expected. 
This is the true humility we are called to. 
 
This morning our texts give us a portrait  
of what it is to be humble. 
Can we be humble enough to lift up  
those who experience humiliation  
and are not typically invited by most or any 
to “move up higher”? 
 

This very morning, Jesus tells each of us— 
both as the church and individually— 
to surprise others (and ourselves!) by our dinner guest list, 
and put our hope in that “great day” yet to come. 
Jesus has set a place at his table for each of us 
and he has a place set at the table  
for every one of God’s precious children. 
 

Let mutual love continue, 
and let us humble ourselves, 
not so much by jockeying for the last place or last pew— 
but by never neglecting to do good, 
and in offering hospitality to strangers 
and sharing generously what we have with others. 
With our hearts enlarged by compassion and empathy, 
may we entertain angels. 
In doing so, you and I will be somebody’s angel too. 


