
Page #1 

      

 

FROM THE PULPIT 
 North Shore Congregational Church

 

“The Banquet Table” 
Rev. Dr. Martin W. Hall – Preaching 

Luke 14: 7-14; Acts 10: 9-23 

November 6, 2016 
 

I had a colleague who started a support group in his Church for individuals struggling with issues 

of self-esteem.  It was for those people who couldn’t find confidence in themselves, in what they 

did, or in who they were.  He opened the first session by asking each participant to share a little 

about their story and why they were there. 

 

A young man, who we will call Tommy, was the first one to speak, and he explained the things 

that had brought him to the meeting.  As he went through his story he expressed that, eventually, 

it all came down to the same thing.  He said, ‘Remember those days back in elementary school 

when you would choose teams?  It was basketball, or dodge ball, or kick ball, it didn’t really 

matter,” he said.  “We always had those times when we chose teams, but at the end there were 

always one or two people left over that weren’t chosen.  There were always those one or two 

people who, by default, simply ended up on one team or the other because they were the only 

ones left.”  Tommy went on, “My entire childhood, I was that kid.  I was small, I wasn’t very 

good at sports, and I was always the one that just landed somewhere because they had no one 

else left to choose, and that has lasted my whole life.  I’ve always been the one that was not 

invited.  I’ve always been the one who, if present at all, was there because they had no other 

choice.” 

 

A few more people shared their stories before they got to a girl we’ll call Janice.  Janice started 

telling her story, and brought it all back to what she called the ugly duckling syndrome.  “When I 

was a kid,” she shared, “they all knew me as the ugly duckling.  No one really loved me.  I didn’t 

have any friends at school, I was always alone.  No one really appreciated the way I looked, I 

didn’t appreciate the way I looked, and then I’d go home at night, and my parents were so busy 

fighting, they didn’t have time to love me either.”  She said, “When they were together they were 

fighting.  But, most of the time my dad wasn’t home and my mother was shut in her room 

alone.”  Then she went on to say, “I don’t even know why I am here tonight.  I don’t understand 

why the Pastor even invited me.  No one has ever loved me, I don’t see why anyone here 

would!”  As she started to cry she said, “Pastor tells me that Jesus loves me, but the truth is that 

no one’s ever loved me, why would Jesus be any different?”   
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The stories are endless, but the conclusion is the same.  The simple truth is that we live in a 

world full of exclusion and isolation.  We live in a world in which people are worn down, 

ignored, oppressed and persecuted.  We live in a world in which power, superiority and 

dominance are rampant.  We live in a world in which, all things being equal, all things are far 

from equal.  What we don’t sometimes realize, however, is that the world of Jesus’ time was 

very much the same.  And there was nowhere in society in which that notion was more 

prominent than in the context of the table. 

 

This notion of a table was used very powerfully by Jesus (both in today’s passage and 

elsewhere).  To understand it, however, we need to understand the meaning of the table in his 

culture.  The idea of the table (the idea of food and eating) was incredibly important to the Jews 

of Jesus’ time.  There were very strict rules in the Jewish Law about who you should eat with, 

what you should eat, when you should eat, and how you should eat it.  You weren’t supposed to 

eat with the poor, or the sick, or the lame.  You weren’t supposed to eat with the Gentiles or with 

anyone you might consider ‘unclean.’  You were only supposed to eat with other Jews.  You 

were only supposed to eat those things that were said to be acceptable.  And, you were only 

supposed to do any of this eating after you had properly cleaned and washed yourself for a meal. 

 

The rules of what you would eat, who you would eat with, when you would eat, and how you 

would eat it were very detailed and strictly adhered to.  And, that formality and rule-bound 

nature carried right into the table itself (and for those of you who may recall, Julie touched on 

this a bit about a month and a half ago).  No matter who you were, if there was somebody more 

important than you, they sat higher at the table.  At the head of the table was the host, the master, 

the person throwing the feast.  And, to their right, was the most important person at the feast.  As 

you worked your way further and further down the table, further and further away from the host, 

the people became less and less important.  That’s where this parable comes from.  There was a 

place for everybody at that table, who was important.  But, as you got further and further down 

the table, you got less important.  And then, suddenly, the table ended, and there were all kinds 

of people left who were never even invited – and had no seats at all!     

 

So, you see, the table, for the Jews of Jesus’ time, was a powerful symbol of position and 

importance.  And, knowing full well the implication that it carried, Jesus turned the whole thing 

on its head.  Yes, Jesus ate with the Pharisees and the Sadducees and the chief priests, all the 

important and prominent and wealthy people.  But, he also invited the poor.  He ate with the 

lame, he ate with the Gentiles, and he ate with the tax collectors and the sinners.  Then he comes 

to this dinner we hear about in Luke, with this prominent Jewish host, this Pharisee, and he says, 

‘Those who humble themselves will be exalted, and those who exalt themselves will be 

humbled.’  He says, ‘Don’t invite your family, or your rich friends, or the prominent people.  

Invite the poor, the sick, the lame, the needy.’  Now don’t simply make this into a morality 

lesson about your table at home.  Yes, this is a mindset we are called to emulate in life, but don’t 

let the ethics make you miss the point.  Understand that Jesus was making a powerful declaration 

here – understand that Jesus is proclaiming that this is what he came to do. 

 

‘Those who humble themselves will be exalted, those who exalt themselves will be humbled’ – 

think about that!  I can’t help but picture one of those old fashioned scales with the two plates 

balancing on each side of the fulcrum.  Jesus entered a society in which that scale was 
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completely out of balance.  But, think about what he says here.  When we exalt the humble and 

humble the exalted, suddenly we’re all the same.  Yes, he ate with the rich people, the powerful 

people and those of great influence, but he also ate with the poor, the needy, the sick, and the 

lame.  Jesus took this incredible image of the table – this place in which so many were excluded 

and demeaned – he humbled the exalted, he exalted the humble – and suddenly the table was no 

longer a place of superiority and exclusion but a place of welcome and acceptance.  Jesus simply 

refused to accept the cultural imbalance of the table, and he refused to reverse the imbalance as 

we so often perceive.  Jesus erased the inequality and removed the power and influence of the 

table altogether.  Jesus took this table, a great symbol of the feelings of exclusion and loneliness 

felt by the Tommy’s and the Janice’s of this world, and he turned it into a place in which there 

was room for anyone and everyone, no matter what, no matter when, and no matter where! 

 

Every month, we celebrate the Lord’s Supper in this Church, just as we do today.  And, every 

month, we remind ourselves of that one central thing.  Every month we remind ourselves that 

there is a table, an eschatological table if you may (a table beyond the end of our worldly time), 

that is an everlasting banquet.  Every month, we are reminded that… 

 There is a table that is full of love, grace, peace, and salvation.   

 There is a table that has no head and has no foot.   

 There is a table that has no status and no limitations.   

 There is that one table to which we have all been invited regardless of how good we are 

at sports, how wealthy we are, how powerful we are, how attractive we are, how smart 

we are, or how we measure up to any of a thousand other gradations that society so often 

places before us!   

 

Every month we come together and we remind ourselves that there is that table of Christ at 

which each and every one of us has a seat.  Because, for whatever reason it may be, and we can 

ask ourselves ‘why’ all day, he does love us – no matter who, no matter when, no matter where, 

no matter what.  So, as we come to the table today, let us be humbled in those places our egos 

rear their ugly heads, let us be exalted in those places we struggle to find our confidence, and 

among all else, let us simply remember the truly glorious gift it is for us to have a seat at His 

table – now, and always. 

 


