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August 28, 2016 

The Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost 

Luke 14: 1, 7-14 

 

Fearless, Shameless Table Manners 

A ƌeallǇ aǁkǁaƌd diŶŶeƌ paƌtǇ is ǁheƌe Luke sets the aĐtioŶ foƌ this ǁeek’s gospel. 

Really awkward, like that Thanksgiving when your cousin said something really racist and your 

uncle drank way too much wine. Except this awkward dinner party was even more 

uncomfortable and hostile.  

 Luke places Jesus at a number of dinner parties; eating is really a big deal in his gospel – 

he eats ǁith Leǀi the taǆ ĐolleĐtoƌ aŶd he’s eatiŶg ǁheŶ the Ŷotoƌious ǁoŵaŶ Đoŵes iŶ ĐƌǇiŶg 

and washing his feet with her tears and heƌ haiƌ. Luke’s ďig ŵetaphoƌ foƌ the KiŶgdoŵ of God is 

a ŵeal: ͞People will come from east and west, from north and south, and will eat in the 

KiŶgdoŵ of God͟ (Luke 13:29).  

 But this meal begins on an ominous note: Jesus is being watched closely by the 

Pharisees. He has recently come under their scrutiny for healing on the Sabbath – the bent over 

ǁoŵaŶ fƌoŵ last ǁeek’s gospel. Heƌe it is, aŶotheƌ “aďďath, aŶd Jesus is oŶĐe agaiŶ ĐausiŶg 

trouble, this time by challenging the etiquette of table seating at this fancy dinner. 

 Meals, gatherings where people are eating as the center of action makes a lot of sense. 

A lot of good conversation takes place over meals – both now and in the ancient world. Think of 

Plato’s Dialogues. This is the kiŶd of ǁoƌld Luke is ǁriting for – philosophers reclining on 

couches making sense of the world around them. It is not so very different from a modern 

dinner party of cultural elites who discuss the issues of their day.  
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Also, we all need to eat to live, but how we eat is a social ritual. Meals are where so 

much of our culture plays itself out. Meals are where we live out our place in the world. All 

kinds of moral dramas of cruelty and kindness take place over a meal. 

My North Carolina family only has a couple generations of respectability to it. The 

distance between a respectable poor farmer and a hillbilly was only as wide as the dinner table. 

Table etiquette helped make the distance wider. Some of this even got passed on to me: make 

tiny biscuits; big biscuits are white trash. DoŶ’t dƌiŶk soda ďefoƌe ŶooŶ; it’s tƌashǇ. Though I 

never heard any racial epithet cross the lips of any family member in my entire life, it was 

apparently just fine to call certain people trash. Some people, based on what they eat and how 

they eat it, are garbage. MǇ faŵilǇ ǁouldŶ’t haǀe ďeeŶ so Đƌuel uŶless theǇ ǁeƌe fƌighteŶed, 

frightened of becoming garbage people themselves, of falling in the abyss where we throw 

losers. That they might do the wrong thing and get trashy ickiness all over them. Fear is good at 

making us cruel.  

I thought of that fear and cruelty and I watched another mealtime drama play out in the 

television show, The Wire, several years ago. The Wire is a show about the Baltimore drug 

scene as told by the law enforcement and criminals who liǀe iŶ it. D’AŶgelo Baƌksdale is a high 

ranking lieutenant in a large drug dealing organization. And as a high ranking lieutenant in a 

large drug dealing organization he has a lot of money. He takes his girl, Donette out for a dinner 

date at a fancy restaurant. The indignities just roll in. First, the couple are placed at a small 

taďle Ŷeǆt to the kitĐheŶ. WheŶ D’AŶgelo asks foƌ a ďetteƌ taďle, the ǁaiteƌ tells hiŵ that the 

other tables are reserved for patrons who made reservations. Later he jumps when a waiter 

brushes the crumbs off the table. When the dessert cart comes around he pulls off a piece of 
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chocolate cake for Donette before he is told that the cart desserts are just for show. The scene 

is excruciating to watch. He is humiliated. He longs for an entrance to this world of affluence 

and comfort. D’AŶgelo had thought ŵoŶeǇ Đould ďƌiŶg hiŵ iŶto this ǁoƌld of good fashioŶ, 

good food, aŶd good fuŶ. But Ŷo, he still doesŶ’t fit iŶ. It’s oďǀious to hiŵ aŶd he thiŶks it is 

obvious to everyone that he doesŶ’t belong. The meal that he thought would show off his 

power and his prestige, revealed him as a weak phony. His drug dealer, ghetto background 

hangs over him like a neon sign. 

The Wire is a story about people who are stuck, people who are trapped. Trapped in 

liǀes of Đƌiŵe, tƌapped iŶ eŶdless ďuƌeauĐƌaĐies, tƌapped ďǇ theiƌ ĐhaƌaĐteƌ flaǁs. We’ǀe all felt 

trapped before. But the gospel story is a story about becoming unstuck, about getting free from 

ouƌ tƌaps. It’s a stoƌǇ aďout liďeƌatioŶ.  

This ominous, awkward meal that Jesus attends has all the stuckness and traps of 

D’AŶgelo’s ŵeal. The culture Luke writes for is a culture of honor and shame that plays itself 

out at the table. There are seats at the table, some, the ones closest to the host, are seats of 

honor. Others, farther away from the host, are seats of shame.  

What Jesus says to the guests at this party is that they sit themselves in seats of shame. 

After all, how embarrassing it would be it a more important guest than you arrived later (and 

isŶ’t that ǁhat iŵpoƌtaŶt guests do, aƌƌiǀe late?) aŶd Ǉou ǁeƌe asked ďǇ Ǉouƌ host to ŵoǀe to a 

seat of shaŵe. AŶd ǁho kŶoǁs? You ŵight ďe asked to ŵoǀe up to the seat of hoŶoƌ. IsŶ’t it 

better to have someone else point out your awesomeness than to have to do it yourself?  

This bit of advice is the kind of savvy wisdom you might expect in the ancient world, a 

kind of life hack for the honor/shame crowd. The guests probably hoped Jesus would say 



4 

 

something like this – useful stuff from the local philosopher like Seven Habits for the Highly 

Successful Person in the Ancient World.  

But it turns out Jesus is just building up to one of those giant reversals that Luke loves so 

much. The last shall be first, the first shall be last stuff that reveals the upside down world that 

Jesus preaches. Jesus advises the host to invite only those who have no ability to reciprocate. 

Instead of inviting social equals so that they can make deals or social inferiors who will then be 

indebted to the host, the guest list should be those who are outside of this world – the poor, 

the sick, in other words, the garbage people, the trash of this world. 

This is ominous. In a world where who you invite brings you honor or shame, a dinner 

party full of the ǁoƌld’s trash has the power to make you trash as well. That’s sĐaƌǇ. The kiŶd of 

scary that turns into terror that turns into hate. These are words that can get you killed. 

For us, ǁe ŵight ďe Ŷo less sĐaƌed of this ŵessage. We doŶ’t ǁaŶt the iĐkiŶess of the 

ǁoƌld’s tƌash oŶ us. We doŶ’t ǁaŶt to feel like gaƌďage. But ǁe’ǀe ŵaŶaged to doŵestiĐate this 

message into a kind of social service teaching: We should help the poor, because that’s a good 

aŶd kiŶd thiŶg to do. Theƌe’s ŶothiŶg ĐƌitiĐallǇ ǁƌoŶg ǁith this kiŶd of thiŶkiŶg, ďut it oŶĐe agaiŶ 

turns us into the hosts who distribute gifts in order to gain honor and avoid shame. 

We have tried, again and again, to create little fortresses for ourselves, to pretend that 

oŶe paƌt of us ĐaŶ pƌospeƌ, ǁhile the otheƌ paƌt suffeƌs, aŶd that ǁoŶ’t haƌŵ ouƌ huŵaŶitǇ. But 

it’s a dead eŶd. We cannot be fully human and treat other humans like garbage.  

Jesus’ ŵessage is diffeƌeŶt. That gƌeat ďaŶƋuet, the one where Jesus says people will 

come from east and west, north and south, to taste the kingdom – that is the true expression of 

our full humanity. 
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At the Eucharist, we are told that we receive a foretaste of this heavenly banquet, an 

amuse bouche of the Kingdom of God. We model it, we practice it, by welcoming everyone to 

the table. This taste, this morsel, whets our appetite for the meal to come. We leave here 

hungry to experience more of it. And we fill ourselves by seeking out those who are not here, 

those ǁho haǀe Ŷot ďeeŶ ǁelĐoŵed, those ǁho haǀe ďeeŶ foƌgotteŶ. Not ďeĐause that’s a ŶiĐe 

thiŶg to do oƌ ďeĐause ǁe Ŷeed Ŷeǁ ŵeŵďeƌship, ďut ďeĐause it’s the oŶlǇ ǁaǇ to liǀe ǁithout 

fear, to live without shame. None of us, not one precious soul, is a piece of garbage. 

 


