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I‟m glad to see that so many of you have taken Jesus‟ words to heart, and declined to sit in the 

front row. 

When I was thirty years old, I moved from San Francisco 

back to my home town of Livermore, California, to be closer 

to my mother, who had been diagnosed with the cancer that 

would kill her three years later. I moved in with my brother, 

into the mobile home that my grandmother owned but no 

longer occupied. I don‟t think I‟ve ever told anyone at Christ 

Church this story, but it‟s true. I used to live in a double-

wide in a trailer park. 

It was nice. 

No, really. It was 2,400 square feet, with walk-in closets and 

a formal dining room, on a half-acre plot with a vegetable 

garden and off-street parking for four cars. All the fantasies of Capitol Hill homeowners. And 

my grandmother‟s furniture, though not to my taste, was tasteful. But it was in the suburbs, and 

all my friends were in the city. So that winter, I decided that, to lure my friends out for a visit, I 

would throw the dinner party of all dinner parties.  

I‟m sure Livermore had never seen anything like it. There were eighteen guests. I couldn‟t quite 

mange all fourteen courses of a traditional service à la Russe, but I did manage eleven, with a 

different wine for each course. The silver, china, and crystal of my mother, grandmother and 
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sister, combined with my own, didn‟t quite suffice, and I had to make a hasty trip into the city 

the day before to buy eighteen brandy snifters and some fish forks.  

And the food! There were Tiger Prawns with Zebra Pasta and French radishes with sel gris, and, 

because it was Twelfth Night, the entrée was three crown roasts, one of pork stuffed with 

applesauce, one of lamb stuffed with wild rice and mint, and one of beef stuffed with sauerkraut. 

Some of my friends still refer to it as „Dogette‟s Feast.” 

Now one of my friends, in responding to the invitation, declined, because on the date, he would 

be hosting a high school friend from his home town of Coeur d‟Alene, Idaho. I insisted that he 

bring his friend along, And as I set out the place cards, I seated the stranger in the place of honor, 

at my right hand (You were wondering how this was going to connect to the gospel, weren‟t 

you?) . Well, all of my friends made the trek out to the burbs, the food dazzled, the conversation 

sparkled, and my friend‟s friend, the one seated at my right…well, he turned out to be the single 

dullest person I had ever met in my life.  

I realized, the next day, as I was doing the dishes and returning all the borrowed tableware and 

linens, that as I set that place card next to mine, that I had been harboring a hope, a fantasy, as it 

turned out, that that stranger would become a new friend, to add to my far-flung circle. But 

twenty years later, I realize that that vain and rather selfish hope led me to do something that 

really did matter – to honor the stranger. 

Of course Jesus, in today‟s gospel lesson, isn‟t really giving an etiquette lesson. When he tells 

his listeners not to take the seat of honor at a wedding banquet, lest they suffer the 

embarrassment of being asked to move down, he‟s giving spiritual guidance. But while he‟s not 

talking about actual wedding banquets, I don‟t think he‟s talking about the heavenly banquet 

either. That you shouldn‟t push yourself to the head table in heaven should be obvious to anyone 

who‟s actually going to get there. 

Jesus is actually talking about our here and now relationships with one another and with God. In 

particular, he is warning the religious leaders of his community that they may be presuming a 

closer relationship with God than they actually enjoy, and that Jesus is inviting them to take a 

seat at the back of the hall, below the „poor, the crippled, the lame and the blind.‟ 

These are words of warning that I take very seriously. I am keenly aware that you all are the 

hosts in this place, not I, and that I sit in this chair because you invited me to when I was still a 

stranger to you, and I am both honored and humbled by that invitation.  

The question I want to pose to you today is, what are the seats of honor? This is obviously one, 

but where else in our community, in our homes, in our daily lives, do we hold the host‟s 

authority to invite or to reject – to honor or to humiliate – friends and strangers?  



At my weekly clergy Bible Study, we tossed around the idea of sending the congregation out at 

the sermon time to follow Jesus‟ instructions to bring a stranger in from the streets, and to show 

them to the place of honor. We had a good laugh about it, but decided that the risk that not 

everyone would come back, not just for the rest of the service, but ever, was too great. But the 

real question remains, if you were to show a stranger to the place of honor, where would that be? 

I‟m sure you know the answer in your own home. The comfy chair. The seat by the fire. The 

head of the table. The little-used dining room. But here in church, well, even this chair isn‟t all 

that comfy, literally or in terms of the responsibility that comes with sitting here. I would suggest 

to you that the place of honor when we gather here is by your side. That if you want to honor the 

stranger-- the poor, the crippled, the lame and the blind, or anyone else you invite or meet here – 

if you want to make them feel truly welcome and honored, you will say, “come and sit by me.” 

I can‟t tell you the end of my banquet story, for I don‟t know it. I got a heartfelt thank you note 

from my friend‟s friend, and a report from the friend that he was truly astounded and grateful to 

find himself enjoying such hospitality, but I never saw him again. It would be nice to think that 

being welcomed as a stranger made a difference to him, as it has for me here at Christ Church 

and on so many other occasions, but I don‟t know. And I can‟t say that I was changed all that 

much by the experience, although it gave me something to reflect on. But such willingness as I 

have to offer that kind of welcome must have been planted in me long before that day.  

But I believe that, while such small welcoming as we are able to offer from day to day don‟t 

necessarily radically change us or those to whom we offer hospitality, every refusal to act, to 

offer, to welcome, however small, profoundly changes us, others and the world, and not for the 

better. Every kindness, great or small, is a door through which the Holy Spirit may or may not 

enter, but every unkindness is a door shut, in our hearts, in the hearts of those we might have 

welcomed, through which the Spirit can now never enter.  

Saint Paul says, “Do not hesitate to show kindness to strangers, for some thereby have 

entertained angels unawares,” but I think Jesus‟ promise that whenever two or three are gathered 

in his name, he will be in the midst of them matters even more. For when you say to the stranger, 

“here, come sit by me,” Jesus is always there saying, “mind if I join you?” 

 


