
Sermon for Proper 17C 
Sunday, August 28, 2016 
“Heavenly table manners” 

Text:  Luke 1, 7-14 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

Who here remembers Emily Post or Miss Manners?  They are the 
gurus of manners and etiquette.  When I read through the Gospel for 
today, I found myself thinking about Emily Post and Miss Manners, 
because the reading made me think of the question, “What is proper 
etiquette?”. Jesus seemed to turn into a guru of etiquette here. 

Jesus has been invited to a dinner party on the Sabbath at the home 
of a leader of the Pharisees.  The only clue we get from Luke as to why 
Jesus has been invited is so that they could watch him.  We know that 
Jesus and the Pharisees weren’t best friends.  And to add to the tension 
in this story, the verses we skipped over mention that on his way to 
dinner, Jesus encounters a man with dropsy.  He asks the Pharisees if it 
is lawful to heal on the Sabbath, and they are silent, so he heals the man.  
I suspect the local religious leaders wanted to get to know Jesus to find 
out what he was up to.  Perhaps they even wanted to get near him to trap 
him and be able to arrest him then and there.  Needless to say, Jesus 
found himself at the 1st Century Jewish version of a Sunday dinner. 

Immediately, Jesus makes an observation.  He sees the other guests 
clamoring for the best seats in the house, the choice seats at the table.  I 
get it.  I’ve gone to many dinner parties and banquets, and I’ll admit, I 
like being close to the food or being at a table with a low number, so I can 
be served early.  But the sense I glean from the Gospel is that the dinner 
guests went around pulling rank trying to get the seat appropriate for 
their perceived status within the community.  This would probably set 
Emily Post off, because any proper host of a dinner party would have put 
place cards on the table, so the dinner guests would know exactly where 
to sit.  Well, Jesus decided to enlighten them.  Jesus decides to channel 
the future guru of etiquette and offers a lesson in proper guest behavior.  
He told a parable:  “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 to avoid the 
embarrassment of being asked to move to a lower place.  Instead, Jesus 
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goes on to say, choose a lower place, so that you can feel honored by being 
asked to take a higher place.  Makes good sense. 

But Jesus doesn’t stop there. He has to stir the pot a little bit more.  
He goes and gives an unusual lesson in etiquette to his host.  I’m sure 
that would have been a no-no, according to Miss Manners or Emily Post, 
for a dinner guest to comment on or try to correct the guest choices of the 
host.  But Jesus had to give him a piece of his mind, so he told the host, 
“Next time, invite the homeless guy down the road, invite the crippled 
person begging in the marketplace, invite the physically challenged.”  
Those would have been the social outcasts—the people without honor in 
the community.  Those would have been the people you didn’t want to 
associate with because they are the products of sin—either their own or 
their parents’.  You wouldn’t want those people in your house. 

But Jesus had a different motive.  First of all, I’m pretty sure Jesus 
didn’t go to this dinner to help himself climb the social ladder.  No, Jesus 
had a message to offer, and that message was essentially that all lives 
matter.  Everyone is equal in the eyes of God.  Social status doesn’t 
matter, and dismissing those whom you think are less than you is not 
appropriate either.  We’re all equal in the eyes of God, and because of 
that, we should be humble ourselves, not seeking after self-imposed gain 
or honor.  He also teaches that we should see the goodness of God in every 
other person, no matter what their life looks like, because they, too, are 
God’s creation and deserve to be treated with love, because God does.  If 
we do those two things—practice humility and honor all of God’s 
creation—Jesus says we will be duly rewarded in the end. 

There is also a deeper thing going on here.  There is a deeper 
perspective here.  On the outset, Jesus seems to be offering sound advice 
about honor without embarrassment.  It makes good sense.  It fits in a 
nice little box on good etiquette.  But Jesus also takes us out of the box 
with his second bit of advice.  Instead of having the usual roster of dinner 
guests, invite some unusual guests.  But if we rise above the mundane 
discussion about a guest list and look at the message, we see Jesus 
illuminating us about how God breaks into our ordinary existence with 
the unexpected.  Jesus offers a reminder that in God’s kingdom, things 
are different.  When the world seeks after personal gain and honor, Jesus 
says that in God’s kingdom, there is humility.  When the world wants to 
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box each other into defined categories of rank, honor, race, socioeconomic 
status, educational level, gender, whatever, in God’s kingdom all are 
equal and matter equally.  And Jesus offers a reminder that when the 
world wants to push aside sinners, outcasts, those who don’t quite 
measure up to the world’s high standards, God in his kingdom offers 
grace.  Free grace.  When we think we don’t deserve it, God gives it to us 
anyway.  We get to live that out first here at God’s heavenly table when 
we share the Eucharist.  Then we are invited to live that out daily in life. 

Wherever we find ourselves at the big table of life, we can be 
assured that God has invited all of us to his great banquet.  He bestows 
his abundant grace upon us, and we in kind, should show that same kind 
of love and grace to each other.  Show some good table manners at God’s 
table.  Amen. 
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