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Proper XVII Year C

“For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves 
will be exalted.”


When my two brothers and I were teenagers, and could reasonably behave ourselves in public…. well, we won’t go there… our parents decided it was time to take us on a trip to New Orleans. It was the first time for my brothers and me to go to New Orleans…up until this trip we could only imagine what it was like from hearing our parents rave about it…the name, New Orleans, at least for me, had and still has a mystical quality surrounding it…My parents would talk about the powerful swiftness of the Mississippi River….the streetcars…the opulence of the Roosevelt Hotel…how much fun they had with their friends when they were there together…the sultry sweetness of the French Quarter…its architecture adorned with wrought iron….the trumpet of Al Hirt and the clarinet of Pete Fountain…the resonant Jazz of preservation Hall….street music and the moan of the riverboat’s horn….the accents… derivatives of French, Spanish, Creole, Cajun…African American…and maybe a little English…there’s just no place like it….even after Katrina…five years ago this very day…there’s still no place like it… My heart still beats a little faster to this day when we arrive there….but for all its charm and beauty and vibrancy…there is one thing that stands out above and beyond anything one might say about New Orleans…and that’s the food….food, humankind’s highest art-form.

The place our parents took us was Galatoire’s…and in those days there were no reservations to be made there…one would stand in line outside and wait to be called in… for me that moment felt like the moment in Dorothy and the Wizard of Oz when Dorothy steps from the black and white of Kansas into the color of Oz…..the brass lighted ceiling fans….the tile floor… the mirrors…the fleur de lis-printed wallpaper…the bustle of the wait-staff…people ardently engaged with each other…raucous laughter…the place aglow with the warmth of hospitality…and then of course the food…I had Trout Marguery that day some forty years ago and haven’t been the same since.

It is no wonder at all why we call the meal sacred…why the central sacrament of the church is a meal….the meal, the central event of our lives day after day….In Arabic the word for bread and the word for life share the same root…we’ll die without the meal…Its hard, I think, to think about food that way in our culture where one can buy food quite literally at every street corner. But in truth a meal is more than food…It is about artful and intimate conversation…It’s how we learn about each other in our families and with our friends and even with strangers...In a meal one learns how to live together….we learn in our meals that when one is absent, then things aren’t complete…In my family often after the meal someone would read something aloud or James would play the guitar, or Katie would dance….it is the time of renewal and nurture in the myriad and imaginative forms that renewal and nurture take.


Luke is course on to all this. In the first century, unless one were wealthy (which would be only a mere 1% of the population) procuring food could be a problem…there were shortages, and droughts…the water supply wasn’t guaranteed…no refrigeration…and most families had to pool their resources with others to make sure the community was fed. So the community meal was ritualized in this world…It, the meal, was in short, a big deal of physical and spiritual dimensions….meal-taking stories are profuse in the Gospels and Hebrew scripture…and in the other great religions of the world.

Here Luke paints us a picture of the culture of the day. This is a world in which the dynamic between honor and privilege on one hand….and poverty and shame on the other, pervades every day life….in this world there were strict rules by which people gathered for meals in the community…there was hierarchy…the most honored reclined at the head table…and then the least noble sat in the back of the room…so the competition for honor, privilege and wealth was lively in the Greco-Roman, Mediterranean world and sometimes vengeful…competition for privilege…sound familiar?


 Luke is reminding his audience of something they already know but fail to practice…that top down hierarchy…top down privilege…is not the way God sees the world…and things haven’t changed much, have they?…We live in a top down hierarchy… we’ve all clamored for the place of honor…I know I have….Luke is telling us that the energy we waste trying to sit at the best place at the table is not what brings joy…..the convention of hierarchy is not the way God means for us to live…It’s that simple in this parable.

It is compassion not convention to which we are called, and that is a lifetime of work…because convention insidiously enslaves….compassion not convention….we are called to give up our so-called place to find our true place….I think that means that we as  a community are to live in conscious deference to the dignity of the other…putting the dignity of our neighbor first…valuing it as much, if not more than our own…and the alchemy of this way of living is this: Living to invite and dignify the other is where we find true joy…this is a dangerous meal we are hearing about in Luke’s parable…it takes a conventional scene of a dinner party, the social order of the status quo…and becomes revolution…a new order…a society that must work at seating nobly everyone at God’s table…literally and symbolically… that everyone might know the mystical aura of being at table as equals…everyone called in from the street into the glow of bustling hospitality… into the ardor of salvation, no less.

I believe it is for us to eat and drink, have our full being, amid the tension of our culture, our world, in conscious objection to the indignities in it….and one such indignity is that not everyone is called in to the meal…there are some absent, and if some are absent then the family is incomplete… By grace we eat and drink with fierce hope that the world rightly ordered is upon us… that the giving and receiving of hospitality is what trans-forms our world…Indeed a meal is a consummate symbol of transformation…our bodies are literally transformed in our meal-taking…and our souls too…souls emboldened with the knowledge that life will indeed go on…and emboldened with the knowledge of our rightful place in this life, and our rightful place is not to be high up, but our rightful place is to be privileged to serve….
And a meal is something else…It is an act of justice…everyone is equal at the table... everyone partakes of the same soulful fare…there just aren’t enough of us there yet… As Hosts  let us invite those who would come...not just our families and friends, but those who would come...invite them to come on up to a place of honor…Let us enable our brother, our sister who suffer from the weight of indignity…to take our place of honor for a change…because great will our joy be at the resurrection of a just world….and let us also be grateful guests of the one who is host, whoever that host may be…Let us all and those who will come, stand in the raised life of a new justice, a new collaboration, a new mutual order, a commonweal that will not tolerate shame …a shining city in which there is abundance for all…scarcity an illusion, a ruse perpetuated by hierarchy..…We just need to try and see…the conventions haven’t worked, the shamed are with us still….the convention of hierarchy hasn’t worked, never has…..but compassion will….and it is time as God’s people to try that. 
