
Fourteenth Sunday after Trinity 
Sunday 1 September 2013 

    

 

Expanding the Guestlist 
 
A sermon by Revd Will Morris 
 
 

 

Readings: Ecclesiasticus 10.12-18; Hebrews.13.1-8, 15-16; Luke 14.7-14 

 
About 20 years ago, I went to a rather grand dinner in Washington.  I had only 
recently moved there, and while one of the partners at my law firm had encouraged 
to come, he was on one of the top tables and I was not.  So, not knowing anyone, I 
took myself off to the back of the room, in the corner, to a half-filled table.  Shortly 
after the meal started, a middle-aged man slipped in through the door at the back 
and sat down at our table.  He looked vaguely familiar, and after a while I realised 
that he was a newly-confirmed US Supreme Court Justice, a man called David 
Souter.  In Washington you don’t get much more A-list than the Supreme Court, but 
he sat there and chatted with us, his neighbours.  By the time the main course 
arrived, word had filtered up to the top tables about who was on table 40, and a 
stream of dignitaries came one after another to apologise and to invite him up to the 
place of honour.  Quietly, he refused them all, telling them he was quite happy where 
he was.  It was an impressive performance, and I suspect most of us would hope we’d 
act like that.  But I wonder if we would?   
 
In the first part of today’s Gospel story there’s an obvious trap to be avoided, and 
then a slightly less obvious one.  The obvious trap is the one that Jesus explicitly talks 
about.  Puffing ourselves up, trying to claim status; ostentatiously placing ourselves 
in the best seat so that everyone will admire us.  Pride and vanity in all its ugliness.  
The less obvious trap is the other side of the same coin, however, and that is equally 
ostentatiously placing ourself in a lower seat, so that everyone – our neighbours, 
God, perhaps – will notice how humble we’re being, and will acknowledge it by 
praising us, and elevating us in front of everyone else.  If we do that, we’ve missed the 
point of the story.  False humility is pride as much as is arrogant self-promotion.   
 
So, this story is about humility.  But is that all?  Or, perhaps, is that enough?  Well, 
here’s the tricky thing. Regardless of our humility, do we, in fact, ever really sit at a 
table where we can genuinely place ourselves below those whose status is so much 
less than ours?  Go back to my story of the dinner.  I may have been at table 40, at 
the back, and in the corner; but I was at the dinner.  I was in black tie.  I ate the same 
food, and largely shared the same background, as those on table 1.  The degree of 
difference between us was minor compared, for example, to those who were waiting 
on the tables that evening, and who would, much later, go back to the effectively 
segregated edges of that city.  How do we make sense of this parable when in fact so 
many of us, as westerners, are already sitting at the top table?  This parable, I think, 
is about more than just shuffling the place cards at an exclusive dinner.   
 
Before I try to answer that, however, I want to turn to the second part of the reading.  
The instruction is for us not to invite to a feast those whom we know, and those who 
could repay us.  But, rather, to invite those who both need help and cannot repay us.  
Again, there is a right way and a wrong way to do this.  Ostentatiously doling out 
charity, even to the neediest, even to those who cannot repay, is not what this Gospel 
is really about.  It’s not wrong – people are being helped – but this Gospel is, in part, 
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about our internal conversion.  It’s about doing things, but doing 
them with humility.  Put slightly differently, without the 
humility Jesus talks about in the first part of the reading, we are 
unlikely to be able to properly arrange the meal he calls for in 
the second part. 
  

It won’t have escaped your attention that we are gathered here today for a meal.  A 
sacramental meal that our Lord, our God, instructed us to celebrate whenever we 
could.  But a meal unlike the status-ridden meal in the first part of our Gospel story.  
A meal instead looking like the second part of the Gospel, where we invite the poor 
and the needy, where we invite those who cannot pay us back to share in the food 
and drink: the gifts of God.  The Eucharist, the Communion, the Lord’s Supper, 
whatever we call it, is a meal of radical equality – or should be – because the gift it 
represents, is a gift given to us; not a gift given by us.  We may provide the food, we 
may provide the location in this beautiful building, but we should not imagine that 
that makes us the host.  The gift is not ours to give or ours to withhold, because we 
are also guests.   
 
So how we should approach the Eucharist, gives us a clue, a model, as to how we 
should approach the status issues dealt with in the first part of the story and the 
invitation required by the second part of the story.  We must – with humility – put 
aside any proprietary feelings and realise that we are at the table as a guest, not by 
right, but as the recipient of a gift open to all.  And also realise, therefore, that we are 
required to issue invitations to this table as broadly and as widely as we can. 
  
But – in terms of our Gospel story – that doesn’t just mean inviting everyone to 
church for a communion service.  The question for us is how we take the 
metaphorical bread and wine, how we take all the gifts of God out to those in need?  
How we invite those in need to share with us in a feast which enables them to share 
in God’s bounty? 
  
To try to answer that I want to go back again to Washington, but this time to 1963.  
Last Wednesday was the 50th anniversary of Martin Luther King’s “I have a dream 
speech”.  But beyond that single phrase that we all remember, was a call for equality 
– radical equality.  Not just equality in voting, or in treatment by the police, or in 
everyday life at lunch counters or on buses.  It was also a call for equality of economic 
opportunity, for equality of mobility – the chance for the poor in the ghettos to share 
in the prosperity around them; to be invited to the feast.  That last part of the call was 
still unfulfilled thirty years later when I sat down for dinner just a mile from where 
Dr King had spoken, waited on by African Americans from the poorest parts of 
Washington.  It is a call that, despite so many other changes, remains unfulfilled 
today.   
 
That aspect of Dr King’s challenge – which applies equally to London today with its 
staggering extremes of wealth; with its multimillion pound homes and troubled 
housing estates – that challenge was to move from fine words and thoughts about 
equality, whether in the Declaration of Independence or a Sunday Gospel reading, to 
actions with practical effects.  Not just to mediate upon equality, but to bring it to 
reality by action.  To issue invitations to the feast, inspired by the promise of God’s 
word in today’s Gospel, and the transforming reality of God’s sacrifice represented in 
this meal today.   
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But how?  How do we invite people to the meal, and what do we 
give them to eat?  The humility that we hear about in today’s 
Gospel is important, because that shapes our right thoughts.  
But how do we turn those right thoughts into right actions?  Let 
me give try just a few practical examples.  It could mean giving 

away some of our own wealth to enable those much poorer than ourselves to get into 
a job market that they are now shut out of.  That’s actually exactly what the 
Connection does through its Workspace programme.  We could support that.  Or it 
could mean mentoring a kid, or reading in a deprived school, to open, even a little 
bit, the pathway to opportunity.  Or it could mean encouraging our employers to start 
an apprenticeship programme to take a few people from one of those housing estates 
who have no qualifications and no prospects, and training them up so that they get 
both.    That is what it could mean, in a practical way, to invite people to the feast; to 
invite those who cannot repay you, to invite without regard to status; to share the 
food and wine, to share the gifts of God as fellow guests.  They are small-scale; not on 
their own dramatic.  But they transform us, because we act not just think.  And they 
transform the lives of others.  And done by enough people they could transform 
society. 
 
To return to that Washington dinner one last time, David Souter, the judge, did the 
right thing that evening, and I often think about it.  That evening he placed himself 
low, and refused any invitation to be elevated.  I believe it was the humility our 
Gospel calls for.  But this Gospel then asks us to take that humility, and, as 
Christians, do something with it – to expand opportunity, to expand mobility, in 
concrete ways.  So our aim – our dream – should not be simply to shake up the 
seating plans on the existing 40 tables.  Our dream should be to invite more people to 
share the meal, to make the next dinner one with not 40 but 400 tables, and the one 
after that with 4,000 tables, and the one after that with 40,000.  It sounds idealistic, 
it sounds impractical.  Dreams always do.  But this parable, and this communion 
meal, show us ways to make the dream a living, practical, godly reality.  
 
Amen 


