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Let’s join together in prayer. Let us pray: Gracious and loving God, 

we humbly come before you in prayer, asking you to bless the 

human words spoken and transform them into your personal 

messages for us. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen. 

It’s the first day of September. August 2019 is over and summer 

vacations are drawing to a close. There’s always a strange kind of tension 

that builds toward the end of August and crescendos on the Labour Day 

weekend. There’s sadness and melancholy about the end of summer mixed 

with excitement and anxiety about the fall. For students, it’s time to get 

ready to go back to school, to get new school clothes, and to get back into 

the discipline of schoolwork. For teachers, it’s time to gear up for a bunch 

of new students and new challenges. For others, it’s time to get back to 

work. The beginning of September signals a new beginning, in many 

respects more significant than January 1st. So today is a good day for a 

new beginning with the rewards of humility.  

Some say that in the gospel according to Luke, Jesus is either going to 

a meal, at a meal, or just finished a meal. Today, Jesus is at the home of a 

leader of the Pharisees to eat a meal on the Sabbath and he tells a parable 

about guests selecting seats of honour at a wedding banquet and then 

another parable about how hosts should invite guests to a luncheon or 

dinner banquet. Food and drink are basic to our survival and we need to 

eat several times a day, so mealtimes consume a lot of our time. But 

mealtimes are also important social occasions: regular gatherings around 

the table for daily meals as well as special gatherings to celebrate special 

occasions like weddings. Mealtime social protocol was especially important 
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in Jesus’ time when the code of honour and shame was pervasive and the 

giving of gifts, whether of material goods or of bestowed honour, always 

had strings of reciprocity attached. There were strict protocols about where 

guests sat and if a special guest arrived late, lesser guests would be asked 

by the host to move to a less honourable spot to make room for the new 

guest. Better quality wine and food might even be served to higher status 

guests.  

Jesus told today’s mealtime parables at the home of a leading Pharisee 

on the Sabbath: an occasion that would have included other important 

Pharisees, scribes and lawyers; wealthy and powerful movers and shakers 

within the religious and social elite; the Who’s Who of the community. They 

worked hard to achieve their status and as a consequence, they were 

sensitive to the many clues that signalled social status and relative changes 

in the social status of those around them. So, Jesus decides to teach them, 

and us, about the rewards of humility.   

We work hard to improve ourselves, whether it’s intellectually, 

physically, or musically; or whether it’s our career, our health, or our 

relationships. And it’s easy to become a little self-centred and proud of 

what we’re accomplishing. The poet and playwright T.S. Eliot said that 

“Humility is the most difficult of all virtues to achieve; nothing dies harder 

than the desire to think well of oneself.” Jonathan Edwards, a fire and 

brimstone preacher, said that humility is worthwhile because, “Nothing sets 

a person so much out of the devil’s reach as humility.” Mother Teresa said 

that “Humility is the mother of all virtues … It is in being humble that our 

love becomes real, devoted and ardent. If you are humble nothing will 

touch you, neither praise nor disgrace.” The early Christian theologian, 

Bernard of Clairvaux observed that “It is no great thing to be humble when 

you are brought low; but to be humble when you are praised is a great and 
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rare achievement.” It’s interesting that to be humbled generally means to 

be brought low; to have the wind taken out of your sails; to have your 

balloon burst.  

A brand new lawyer in his brand new office on his first day in practice 

sees a prospective new client walk in the door. He decides he should look 

busy, so he picks up the phone and starts talking: “Look, Harry, about that 

amalgamation deal. I think I better run down to the factory and handle it 

personally. Yes. No. I don’t think three million will swing it. We better have 

Rogers from Seattle meet us there. OK. Call you back later.” He looks up at 

the visitor and says, “Good morning, how may I help you?” And the 

prospective client says, “You can’t help me at all. I’m just here to hook up 

your phone.” Bang – his balloon burst! 

The reality for many today is that to climb the corporate ladder 

necessitates social awareness, competitiveness to excel relative to your 

peers, political astuteness, self-confidence, and at times, an ability to get 

all puffed up and blow your own horn! But the downside is significant when 

your balloon gets too puffed up. 

A heavily booked commercial flight out of Denver was canceled, and a 

single agent was rebooking a long line of inconvenienced travelers. 

Suddenly an angry passenger pushed his way to the front and slapped his 

ticket down on the counter, “I have to be on this flight and it has to be first 

class!” “I’m sorry, sir,” the agent replied, “I’ll be happy to help you, but I 

have to take care of these folks first.” The irate passenger was 

unimpressed. “Do you have any idea who I am?” he demanded in a voice 

loud enough for the passengers behind him to hear. Without hesitating, the 

agent smiled and picked up her public-address microphone. “May I have 

your attention, please?” she broadcast throughout the terminal. “We have a 

passenger here at the gate who doesn’t know who he is. If anyone can help 
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him, please come to the gate.” As the man retreated, the people in the 

terminal burst into applause. Bang – his balloon burst! 

Luke recounts two parallel parables: the first is about dinner guests 

voluntarily choosing lower status places at the table, and the second is 

about hosts inviting guests who can’t reciprocate. In the first parable, Jesus 

demonstrates that honour can’t be assumed; only bestowed by others. To 

emphasize that the last will be first and the first will be last, Jesus does not 

suggest a place that is slightly lower than their status, but the lowest place. 

Then one might be honoured by the host, which alludes to God, for the 

word used for honour here is usually reserved for the glory that belongs to 

God and that only God can give. In this way, Jesus tells them that humility 

is not to be feigned as a mere social strategy for recognition. True humility 

brings the honour and glory of God. 

Then Jesus tells a parallel parable for hosts who seek recognition and 

status by inviting special guests to dine with them. Jesus says don’t invite 

the folks who will be indebted to you and boost your ego, but invite those 

who can’t reciprocate. The sharing of life-giving bread and wine at table is 

too sacred to be used for personal social advantage. The poor, the crippled, 

the lame and the blind were explicitly forbidden to serve as priests and 

were barred from entry into some faith communities, but everyone is 

welcome in the kingdom of God. The mealtime gathering is no longer for 

hosts and guests to publicly advertise social status and repay social IOUs. 

The meal becomes the communion meal celebrating the hospitality and 

inclusive fellowship of the kingdom of God. All are welcome, including the 

Pharisees who are invited to change their exclusionary social practices.  

Humility is a strange thing. The minute you think you’ve got it, you’ve 

lost it. Humility is something we should constantly pray for, yet never 

thank God that we have. 
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When someone asked Saint Francis of Assisi why and how he could 

accomplish so much, he replied: “This may be why. The Lord looked down 

from Heaven upon the earth and said, ‘Where can I find the weakest, the 

littlest, the meanest man on the face of the earth?’ Then He saw me and 

said, ‘Now I’ve found him, and I will work through him. He won’t be proud 

of it. He’ll see that I am only using him because of his littleness and 

insignificance.’”  

We’re all little and insignificant before God. We are not great – but by 

the grace of God, God will use us to do great things. They’re the rewards of 

humility. Thanks be to God. Amen.   

 

 

 

 


