Bread of Life, Lent 4 Luke 14:7-14
Living in the Upside-Down Kingdom

Imagine with me this morning that you are one of
Jesus’ early disciples. You have answered Jesus’ call to
follow him, which has meant up and walking away from
your business and being away from your family for long
stretches at a time. You are learning to live in community
with your fellow disciples, and you’re learning to
participate in the upside-down reality of the Kingdom of
God. (PAUSE) And it hasn’t been easy. The kingdom of
God is a complete reversal from everything you’ve every
known. And the two stories that Jesus tells while he is at
the leader of the Pharisee’s home for dinner are perfect
examples. (PAUSE)

It should not surprise us that today’s stories occur
at a dinner party. Jesus’ teaching and ministry are often
associated with meals. Meals are where people get to
experience who Jesus is and what he teaches. In Luke’s

gospel, meals remind us that faith is embodied in the



rhythms of daily life.! In the gospels, Jesus offers
hospitality to all around the table.

On this particular Sabbath day, the Pharisees are
already watching Jesus closely. While they are walking to
their hosts’ home for dinner, a man with dropsy appears.
Jesus asks the lawyers and the Pharisees, “Is it lawful to
cure people on the Sabbath?” The lawyers and Pharisees
remain silent. So Jesus heals the man and sends him on
his way, remarking, “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?”” (PAUSE)

And they don’t know how to reply.

When they arrive at the Pharisee’s home, Jesus
notices that the guests are choosing places of honor for
themselves. In response, Jesus does something that was
common for him — but something that was probably not
the most appropriate for a dinner guest — especially for
one who is already under scrutiny. (PAUSE) He tells
them two parables.

The first is addressed to the guests:



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, ? and 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. * But 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.”

One scholar likened this game of musical chairs to
the children’s game, Chutes and Ladders. The goal of the
game is to land on the ladders so that we can “win” by
being the first to climb to the top — but the ladder-
climbers must beware — one misstep — like exalting
yourself too highly — and you can find yourself whisking
from a seat at the cool kid’s table, down a chute to the
lowly table next to the kitchen door."

It is easy for us to judge these party goers, but we

shouldn’t be too harsh. If we’re honest, at some time or



other, most of us have wanted a seat at the “cool kids
table,” or as Aaron Burr puts it in Hamilton, “I want to be
in the room where it happens.” But this,” Jesus explains,
“is not how things are supposed to be in the Upside-
Down Kingdom. No, he says, “all who exalt themselves
will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will
be exalted.”

You see, in the upside-down kingdom, human
relationships are no longer characterized by suspicion
and competition, but by the deep, rich communion that
Christ makes possible." “So,” Mark Ralls asks, “what if
our best work is to slide down the chutes voluntarily?
After all,” he notes, “the more time we spend ladder
climbing, the less we see those who are struggling on the
rungs below us.”" (PAUSE)

If this story isn’t challenging enough, Jesus then
addresses his host. “When you give a luncheon, do not
invite your friends or your brothers and sisters 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



5

blind. And you will be blessed because they cannot repay
you, for you will be repaid at the resurrection of the
righteous.”

In the Ancient Near East, society was set up in a
very distinct hierarchy. Wealthy patrons would receive
honor by giving gifts or extending invitations that came
with strings attached. If you could repay, you were
considered and equal. If not, you became indebted to the
patron. Again, in Jesus’ upside-down kingdom, he turns
the tables. He tells his hosts that they are inviting the
wrong guests, that there should be no expectation of
reciprocity. He is reminding them that it is God who
determines human worth", that we do not have to strive
against one another for honor. (PAUSE) It’s unheard of,
it’s radical. (PAUSE) And I don’t imagine that Jesus got
invited back, do you? (PAUSE)

Friends, it both saddens and angers me that Jesus
likely wouldn’t be invited back to the homes of many of
today’s religious and political leaders either. Far too

many of them feel entitled to a seat at the head table



where they believe that only those who are like them
belong.

Recently, William Wolfe, who heads the Center for
Baptist Leadership — not the Baptists that Janet and I
come from by the way,” gave a presentation titled, “The
Church’s Response to Mass Immigration,” for the True
Texas Project at its “Year of the Patriot Conference,” held
at a megachurch in a suburb of Houston. During his
presentation, Wolfe, who is a white evangelical, said,
“My boys all look like me. And I want my children to
grow up in a country where they’re not minorities. I want
my boys to grow up in a country where they don’t look
like they’re the foreigners here.” When the video of his
statement went viral, Wolfe doubled down. “I
APOLOGIZE FOR NOTHING,” he wrote on social
media in all caps. “What I articulate here is normal, good
and common sense. Everyone feels the same way in their
own home countries. America is for Americans.”

Is this how the Pharisees responded to Jesus when
he challenged their privilege and exclusivism? We don’t

know for sure, of course, but I don’t think it’s outside the



realm of possibility. How would Mr. Wolfe respond to
Jesus’ commands to humble ourselves and invite only
those who cannot repay? (PAUSE)

On a much more positive note, I witnessed a
beautiful thing here at WRCOB this week. (Tell the story
of preparing to receive our guests on Monday)

Unfortunately, this story did not have the happy
ending that we longed for. (The rest of the story). The
outcome left a number of us heartbroken for this family
and at a loss for words. As I reflected on the day, I
wondered what horrors happened in this family’s home
country that sent them here seeking asylum. What
awaited them if they returned that made them felt like
their only remaining option was to flee here and take
their chances on their own? And then I wondered, “In
how many other courtrooms across the country did this
same scenario play out this week?”” (PAUSE)

Beloved, it is so easy to get discouraged with all
that we are bombarded with each and every day. But as
disciples who are learning to live and minister in the

upside-down kingdom of God, we must persevere. Why?



Because our brothers and sisters who have been sent
down the chutes of society due to no fault of their own
are beloved by God. They matter to God, and they matter
to us - and they are welcome at the table just because
God’s love and grace include us all. May it be so. And

God’s people said, “Amen.”
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