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Luke 14.1, 7-14;  Hebrews 13.1-8, 15-16 
 

As Jesus is passing through a town on his way to Jerusalem, he’s invited to share a 

meal on the Sabbath day in the home of a solid citizen.  No place-cards are set on 

the table and Jesus notices the way the most of the guests are jostling to sit in the 

best seats. 

 

This sneaky, self-serving behavior leads Jesus to tell a “parable,” as Luke calls it.  

Jesus says: 

When you’re invited by someone to a wedding banquet, don’t plop down in 

the place of honor, in case someone more distinguished than you shows up 

and the host makes you move down.  No, take the lowest place, so that when 

the host comes, he’ll say, “Friend, move up higher” and then you’ll be 

honored.  For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who 

humble themselves will be exalted. 

 

So do you think Jesus is giving instructions on the proper etiquette at a banquet? 

Do you think Jesus is perhaps teaching more broadly about how to get ahead in 

life, without it looking like you’re trying to get ahead?  A lot of people want to 

know how to do that, but that’s not Jesus’ project. 

  

No, Jesus is speaking here, as he does so often, about the Day of the Lord, when 

God will bring in the Kingdom and sets things right.  The passage holds several 

specific clues that this is what’s going on: 

  First, Luke calls it a “parable,” so it’s about something other, not just social 

advice.  Jesus’ parables typically focus on the coming of God’s kingdom. 

 Second, the setting for this parable is a “wedding banquet,” the classic 

Jewish metaphor for that day of joy and celebration when God’s kingdom will be 

realized on earth as in heaven.   

 And third, there’s the little phrase “when the host comes” which should call 

to mind Jesus’ many other parables about the kingdom, ushered in “when the 

master comes” or “when the king comes.”  Here it’s just “when the host comes.” 

 

Jesus is offering advice about how to live, yes, but it’s about how to live with the 

Kingdom in view.   The parable assures us that we don’t have to scrabble to 

position ourselves in power.  True power belongs to God, who will sort things out 
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in God’s own time.  This assurance frees us to let go of pride and self-serving and 

to act in humility.   Jesus offers us a lesson in humility—which means not 

comparing oneself with others, not buying into any human pecking order, even 

ones we devise ourselves. 

 

In the 2
nd

 half of the gospel reading, Jesus shifts the point of view from being a 

guest to being a host.   

When you give a dinner, don’t invite friends, family and rich neighbors 

who’ll invite you back and repay you. Rather, invite the poor, the crippled 

the lame and the blind.  And you will be blessed, because they cannot repay 

you, for you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous. 

 

Here Jesus makes it clear that he has God’s coming kingdom in mind, what he 

calls the resurrection of the righteous.  The point is the same: you don’t need to 

calculate your advantage in making your invitation list, any more than you need to 

calculate the advantage of where you sit at a party.   Furthermore, just as God is 

inviting you to the marriage banquet, without regard to what you can do for him, so 

you should invite the poor and the helpless to your dinner parties, without regard 

for what they can do for you. 

  

A lesson in humility, followed by a lesson in hospitality. 

 

The reading from The Letter to the Hebrews describes what Christian lives of 

humility and hospitality are to look like: 

 --we give mutual love to each other. 

--we show hospitality and openness to strangers 

--we remember those in prison and those who suffer, as though we were  

   suffering with them 

--we honor our marriages 

--we keep our lives free from love of money 

--we’re content with what we have, because God has told us:  “I will never  

   leave you or forsake you.” 

--we say with confidence, “The Lord is my helper” 

--and we continually offer God the sacrifice of praise, the fruit of our lips 

 

That kind of mutual love, hospitality and openness, feeling another’s pain, that 

kind of freedom, and confidence and exuberant praise are qualities that I associate 

with…wait for it … Jazz music. 
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I’ll name them again, now that you’re thinking about jazz:  mutual love, 

hospitality, openness, feeling another’s pain; freedom, confidence, and exuberant 

praise of God. 

 

Sounds like jazz.  Now I could easily spend an hour up here talking about the many 

connections between jazz and the Christian life of faith—all the things Hebrews 

mentions—plus improvisation, creativity, call-and-response and the give-and-take 

of ensemble playing.  

 

I’m not going to do that, because the better thing for us to do is to make the 

connections just by listening to the music.  And there’s a lot more of that to come 

this morning. 

 

But I can’t close without talking a little about the man who has done more to 

invent and develop jazz than anyone else and that’s Louis Armstrong.  Louis was 

born to a 15 year old impoverished , unmarried girl in the poorest, toughest 

neighborhood in New Orleans.  It was called “the Battlefield.”  At age eleven, he 

was placed in an orphanage, the Colored Waif’s Home, where he learned to play 

the cornet.  He faced cruel prejudice for most of his life, even after he was famous. 

 

Yet this is what he wrote in a letter shortly before he died: 

 My whole life has been happiness.  Through all the misfortunes, etc.  

[so much is said and not said by that “etc.”]  Through all the misfortunes, 

etc., I did not plan anything.  Life was there for me and I accepted it.  And 

life, what ever came out, has been beautiful to me, and I love every body.” 

 

A few years before, he’d told a journalist about a confrontation that burned itself 

into his memory: 

Years ago I was playing the little town of Lubbock, Texas [that’s my 

hometown] when this white cat grabs me at the end of the show—he’s full 

of whiskey and trouble.  He pokes on my chest and says, “I don’t like n…” 

[Then he uses the N-word.  Louis continues:]  These two cats with me was 

gonna practice their Thanksgiving carving on that dude.  But I say, “No, let 

the man talk.  Why don’t you like us, Pops?  And would you believe that cat 

couldn’t tell us?  So he apologizes—crying and carrying on.  And dig this:  

that fella and his whole family come to be my friends!    When I’d go back 

through Lubbock, Texas for many, many years they would make ole 

Satchmo welcome and treat him like a king. 

 

Humility and hospitality, right there.  A little taste of the kingdom. 
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Someone wrote that the whole story of Louis Armstrong’s life is summed up in 

that one encounter.  “Faced with the terrible realities of the time and place into 

which he’d been born,” he did not despair.  He did not retaliate.  Rather, “he 

returned love for hatred….His sunlit, hopeful art, brought into being by the labor 

of a lifetime, spoke to [people] in all conditions and helped make them whole.”
1
 

 

Louis Armstrong—one of many, many saints.  That’s the number I want to be in, 

oh, when the trumpet sounds its call. 

 

Amen. 

 

 

                                                 
1
 Terry Teachout, Pops:  A Life of Louis Armstrong, p. 379. 


