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Pentecost 14 C 
September 2, 2007: 9.00 & 10.30am Wesley: Rev Peter Walker 
 
Hebrews 13. 1-8, 15-16 & Luke 14. 1, 7-14  
 
A Bible study leader at the World Alliance of Reformed Churches General Council meeting in 
Accra, Ghana, in 2004, told the following story about one of his fellow Bishops.  Terence 
Corkin told us about it here at Wesley three years ago and the story is so relevant to our 
readings today that it is worth hearing again. 
 
The Church of South India, an ecumenical church formed last century, was confronted by a 
divisive issue simply because of the very make-up of the church.  Its' membership inevitably 
reflected the caste system found in the culture around it.  Within the one fellowship of the 
Church there were the Brahman, for example, and the Untouchables - or Dalet people, as 
they are now known.  Brahman and Untouchables would prefer not to be found in the same 
place, let alone sharing the same communion plate, bread and cup.  So serious were the 
feelings that it was even thought necessary to consider splitting into two churches. 
 
The Bishop in the story was visiting a major regional congregation to lead worship and to 
preach.  His sermon was a moving message focussed on the reconciling power of God, taken 
from the Colossians text: "For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through 
him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by 
making peace through the blood of his cross" (Colossians 1.19, 20). 
 
At the sermons' conclusion, and following the hymn, the Bishop moved to the Lord's table, in 
order to preside at Holy Communion.  When the prayers had been offered, and the bread 
broken, he invited the people to come forward.  But nobody moved.  The Bishop waited.  And, 
still, nobody moved. 
 
Then an elegantly dressed gentleman, an elderly Brahman, rose from his seat and started 
walking out of the church.  By the time he reached at the last pew, the whole congregation's 
eyes were fixed on him.  There, at the last pew, the man stopped and took another man by 
the hand, who stood up from his seat.  The second man was a very shabbily dressed 
Untouchable. 
 
Together, at the Brahman's leading, they walked hand in hand to the front of the church, 
stepped up to the table, and stood before the Bishop.  In well spoken terms the gentleman 
explained to the Bishop that he was a Brahman.  In fact, he was a highly respected, senior 
government official.  And pointing to the Untouchable standing with him, he also explained 
that this man by his side was the person who cleaned his office every night after the senior 
staff were home at their dinner tables. 
 
"We will take communion", the Brahman said, "but only if you will serve my friend here first". 
 
In chapter fourteen, Luke gathers four stories together, none necessarily related to the others 
except that they happen while people are gathered around a table.  For Jesus and for the 
early Church table fellowship was laden with heavy meaning - just as this communion table is 
deeply meaningful for us today.  The appearance of the risen Jesus occurs around a table (Lk 
24.28-32); it was while they were eating together that Jesus opened his followers to the gift 
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and the presence of the Holy Spirit (Acts 1.4-8), and it was by their table fellowship that Jews 
and Gentiles were able to be the Church, despite their disputes (Acts 10.9-16; 11.1-18). 
 
In today's reading, Jesus is at a dinner in the home of a Pharisee and while he was there he 
made some observations about the behaviour of both guests and hosts.  As you may have 
noticed already, it was in the every day activity of homes or market places, rather than in the 
places of religious activity and authority, that Jesus was able to see the character of his 
listeners and teach them about the way of life under the reign of God.  Most of the scenes of 
his life take place in the ordinary places of life.  That says something about the holiness of 
everyday things, I am sure.  Plutarch once observed that it is in the small, apparently trivial 
act that ones' character is most accurately observed.  The small acts of goodness, when 
added together, out-weigh the single conspicuously generous act every time. 
 
At that dinner table, Jesus says to those sitting with him: 
 
When you are invited by someone to a wedding banquet…go and sit down at the lowest 
place, so that when your host comes, he may say to you 'Friend, move higher up'; then you 
will be honoured in the presence of all who sit at the table with you.  For all who exalt 
themselves will be humbled and those who humble themselves will be exalted. 
 
We shouldn't let this lesson be wasted.  It will be wasted if you do with it what I know I often 
do with it.  The human ego is quite clever.  On hearing that taking a low seat may not only 
make me appear humble but lead to ultimate elevation to the head of the table it's tempting to 
ring my hands and see a win-win situation.  This teaching about humility is a bit too easy to 
convert into a new strategy for self-exaltation.  But remember the Brahman, who had nothing 
to gain from taking his servant from the lowest place and ensuring that he be served first. 
Taking the low seat because one is humble is one thing; taking the low seat as a way to move 
up is another. 
 
Many scholars have sifted through the details of Jesus' life in order to distil what might be 
called the heart of his teaching.  Great studies and books have been written, beginning of 
course with the Gospels themselves.  More recently there have been two or three significant 
bursts of research which, in the world of New Testament scholarship, have come to be called 
'the Quest for the Historical Jesus'.  It is all valuable stuff.  However, you cannot go too far 
wrong by returning to the words of the man himself, and looking at the lives of those who seek 
to live by them. While we recognise that their telling and re-telling over many years before the 
Gospels were written will mean that we shouldn't pretend that every word in the Gospels 
comes to us literally as it left Jesus' lips.  This shouldn't become an excuse for giving up on 
the Bible. It should make us work all the more hard to understand it. 
 
So what is the heart of Jesus' teaching? In Matthew 22, Jesus responds to a question from 
another Pharisee, who has asked him which commandment is the greatest; which teachings 
get to the heart of the matter? 
 
He said to them, 'You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul 
and with all your mind'.  This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it, 
'You shall love your neighbour as yourself'.  On these two commandments rest all the law and 
the prophets. 
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Almost all of Jesus' teaching and actions are a reflection of that statement.  That two-fold 
agenda seems to be the heart of his vision; love for God  and love for your neighbour. Today's 
Gospel reading is a good example of it.  It shows us the holiness of open-handed hospitality, 
the holiness of an action like that of the Brahman.  And though our tendency may naturally 
and understandably be to see ourselves as the fortunate, thinking of the generosity we might 
offer to the less fortunate, (and that is a good thing!); we might also remember that it is only 
the very few who are not, at some stage of life, beggars in need of help.  This parable is not 
about the fortunate dispensing patronage, it is a vision of humility and mutual concern; the 
surprisingly (and sadly) counter-cultural vision of Jesus. 
 
All who exalt themselves shall be humbled, but those who humble themselves shall be 
exalted. 
 


