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Luke 14:1, 7-14 
1On 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. 
 
 7When he noticed how the guests chose the places of honor, he told them a 
parable. 8“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; 9and 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. 10But 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. 11For all who 
exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be 
exalted.” 
 12He said also to the one who had invited him, “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. 13But 
when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the cripples, the lame, and the blind. 
14And you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you, for you will be repaid at 
the resurrection of the righteous.” 
  

The awkward dinner party; it’s an occupational hazard for clergy although I 

suspect many of you have experienced them as well. These are the dinner parties 

where you find out, just a bit too late, that you’ve been seated next to fourth-cousin 

Ned who believes in so many conspiracy theories, and who shares them so freely 

with you that by the time your meals are placed in front of you, you have a hard 

time eating because you wonder if you’re about to be poisoned! Or the dinner 

parties where you somehow find yourself seated between Richard, uncle to the 

bride and Charlene, aunt to the groom … who used to be married … to one 

another! The Awkward Dinner Party: making guests feel uncomfortable - for 

centuries!   



 

 In today’s gospel reading, we are invited into the story of one such dinner 

party. Jesus has been invited to the home of a religious leader of the time, a 

Pharisee, for a Sabbath meal. We might begin to wonder why people keep inviting 

him into their homes for meals given his track record. It seems like a fairly 

dangerous thing to do given how often we have stories of Jesus embarrassing the 

host, criticizing the guests and making everyone feel, well, awkward!   

 Historical context is important for us on this one, as is often the case when 

we’re reading scripture. We begin to understand more of what is being said and 

done when we understand the culture in which it is all taking place.   

 This was a time and place based upon a largely subsistence economy.  

Hunting, gathering, agricultural work and bartering were the main ways that 

households provided for their survival which meant that the work never really 

stopped.  Unless you were a Jew, in which case you observed the Sabbath each 

week from sundown on Friday until sundown on Saturday.  During the Sabbath, or 

Shabbat, all work ceased. This was the most significant and profound way that 

Israel set themselves apart from the rest of the world. They stopped working in 

order to worship God and rest each Sabbath day.   

 A faithful observance of Shabbat took some preparation so that a household 

could rest on the Sabbath. But it also meant that because it was the one time that 

people were not working, the Shabbat meal was often a communal meal with other 

households in one’s close neighborhood to catch up on the latest news and gossip. 

In addition, local dignitaries would host Shabbat meals for guests passing through 

town. This was considered part of the social contract, so to speak, of being in 

leadership. To not show hospitality to guests in town would reflect poorly on the 

community. So, we find ourselves in the midst of one of those kinds of meals in 

today’s text. A religious leader is hosting a Sabbath meal, a formal event, and 

Jesus is invited as he is passing through the area.     



 

 The dinner table for these kinds of meals were different than what we 

experience today. Three long benches or couches would be arranged in a “U” shape 

around the food in the center. All guests would be reclining, laying on their 

stomachs or their sides, with their feet away from the meal. The host and his 

family would be reclining at the lowest of the tables, to show their humility and 

deference to the guests. The guests of the highest ranking would recline at the 

middle table so they could see everyone easily and they could be, the literal center 

of attention. The guests of lower rank would be at the highest table, making it a 

slightly further reach for the food. This arrangement was called the “triclinium” 

and was used throughout the Roman empire.   

 And then, because these formal, communal meals were the place to be to hear 

the latest gossip, to catch up on the week’s news and to interact with one’s 

neighbors; there were people who were uninvited that would show up to hang 

around the outside edges of the room, to watch the guests and to hear what was 

being said. There are some records of certain meals being so popular that people 

would gather outside the home and wait for the tabloid information and weekly 

news updates to be passed along through the crowd from those who were inside! It 

was a form of entertainment but it also reinforced the class and status norms of 

the community.   

 In verse one of today’s text, we hear that the Pharisees were watching Jesus 

closely. They’ve heard what he’s said in other villages. They know that he has 

created tension and division with his teachings in other places. This group is 

ready. They are watching him closely and they are expecting shenanigans. And 

Jesus does not disappoint!   

 In the five verses that we’re missing in the lectionary selection of the text, 

Jesus sees a man with, what scripture calls “dropsy” but which we would call 

“edema” or significant swelling of some part of his body. It’s a serious condition 

now and an especially deadly one in ancient time. Upon seeing the man with 



 

edema, Jesus asks the Pharisees present if it’s lawful to cure on the Sabbath. 

Remember, they aren’t supposed to do any work that day. They remain silent, 

probably because they have already heard of his healing on the Sabbath, of the 

woman who was bent over for 18 years, which we read in the gospel text last week. 

When they don’t respond to him, Jesus asks, “If one of you has a child or an ox that 

has fallen into a well, will you not immediately pull it out on the sabbath day?” He 

then cures the man and his healing of the man and his question to the Pharisees, 

which everyone else gets to eavesdrop on, turns this Shabbat meal into one 

awkward dinner party. By asking the question he is speaking out against the 

Pharisees’ interpretations of the law which violate Jesus’ primary law of 

compassion.  And, he’s also embarrassing his hosts because he has just 

acknowledged and even healed one of the so-called riff-raff that have gathered 

around the important people reclining at the tables. We can see that this is going 

downhill for the people of privilege, right?!  

 Jesus is just getting started, because then he watches as people take their 

places at the tables and he offers a comment. At first, it might seem innocuous. In 

fact, if you pull it out of context, it might actually sound like advice from Miss 

Manners or Emily Post. “When someone invites you to dinner, don’t take the place 

of honor. Somebody more important than you might have been invited by the host. 

Then the host will come and call out in front of everybody, ‘You’re in the wrong 

place. The place of honor belongs to this man.’ Red-faced, you’ll have to get up and 

make your way to the very last table, the only place left. When you’re invited, go 

and recline in the last place.  Then, when the host comes he may very well say, 

‘Friend, come up and sit at the front.’”   

 At face value, this is good advice. But the text tells us it’s more than just 

advice; it’s a parable, which means that it has more than one meaning.  “Stop 

jockeying and competing for status and position; don’t think so highly of yourself 

and you’ll be saved from some embarrassment when you realize you’re not as 



 

important as you think,” Jesus is saying to the people who are gathered. But also, 

in this case, Jesus’ parable seems to be a rebuke of the entire social system that is 

creating the dinner situation with clear distinctions of class and social status. He 

has already mocked the distinctions of separation by speaking about, speaking to, 

and even engaging with one of the people so low on the totem pole that they don’t 

have any seat at the table.   

 If that isn’t enough, things are about to get even more awkward from there. 

Jesus turns and speaks directly to the host. “The next time you throw a dinner 

party, don’t just invite your rich friends and neighbors; the kind that will return 

the favor. Invite some of the people who never get invited, the misfits; the ones on 

the edges. They won’t be able to return the favor, but you will receive blessing.”   

 Awkward enough for him to say these things to his host in private, but as he 

speaks to the host, these misfits who are never invited to the dinner parties are 

standing around the room. They are literally and figuratively on the edges of 

society.   

When Jesus says this, he’s creating not just an awkward situation, but also a 

social burden on his hosts and the host’s rich friends. The most honored guest has 

just told them that the next time they eat they should be eating with the poor, the 

misfits, the social outcasts; the people on the margins. In both his actions and his 

words, Jesus is calling for a radical re-ordering of the social realities of the 

community.   

 We don’t know what happens in this place after Jesus leaves. Maybe they 

continue with their meals as they always have. But even if the full transformation 

that Jesus intends does not happen, we have to assume that future meals were still 

changed. Future meals would likely be rather self-conscious affairs as the people 

on the fringes of the dinner could not be so simply ignored anymore. You have to 

wonder if the next time they have a community dinner this way, if those reclining 

in the center of the room can’t help but glance at those on the edge with some 



 

nervousness and guilt. Maybe they became more aware of the humanity of those 

they thought less of.  Regardless, Jesus’ presence has changed them and they were 

never going to be exactly the same again.   

 Jesus’ teaching and healing in this story has some important implications for 

us today, as well; some simple truths by which we should negotiate the mundane 

in our lives. Yes, there’s probably the message at face-value about not thinking too 

highly of ourselves and saving ourselves from potential embarrassment. But more 

importantly, we are called to change our awareness of those around us. We are 

challenged to see those on the edges of society in a different light. We’re called to 

see with the lens of compassion, rather than primarily by the lens of human law. 

Those on the edges, on the margins, the uninvited, the less-than popular, the 

needy, the weak, the broken and brokenhearted … we are called to see them as the 

very people Jesus has asked us to bring into the feast.   

 This text is a challenge. But it is also a blessing. Today we are invited to a 

feast, to a table where Jesus is the host and we are the guests. This is a table 

where all are welcome … regardless of how on the edge, how needy, how weak, how 

broken or brokenhearted we are as we come. Here, all are welcome. All are 

received. All are comforted. And, all are challenged to be changed. As we are 

received at this meal today, may we be challenged and changed in ways that help 

us to see people in a new light. May we leave here more aware of those around us 

and may we see, as Jesus did, through a lens of compassion. Amen.   

 

  

  

 


