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Texts: James 2:1-5 
 Luke 14:7-14 
 
“He said also to the one who had invited him, ‘When you give a luncheon or a dinner, do 
not invite your friends or your brothers or your relatives or rich neighbours, in case they 
may invite you in return, and you would be repaid. But when you give a banquet, 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.” 
          ~ Luke 14:12-14 
 

Prayer 
God who still speaks, 

May this sacred time of meditation 
Prepare our ears to listen to your Word and 

Make our hearts, minds, hands and feet ready 
To do the work of the Church in the world. Amen. 

 
 I was a new minister in a new church in a new town and the Search Committee 
that offered me the position came up with the perfect strategy to introduce me to the 
congregation; for the first three months, I attended brunches, luncheons and dinners 
hosted by church members. It was an artful way to expose me to the culture, the way of 
life and thinking, the worldview and unique faith journeys of dozens of people who sat in 
the pews on Sunday mornings and found deep meaning in their connection with the 
church. 
 

 I knew I would have a great deal to learn on my first night out with the Search 
Committee. We were at a restaurant along the Magnificent Mile in Chicago and 
someone in our group ordered appetizers. When the waiter put down one of the trays in 
front of me, I looked at it and said, “Hush puppies! Yummy.” I went to seminary in 
Richmond, VA. The woman sitting next to me placed her hand on my forearm and 
politely corrected me, “Oh dear! You were in the South too long. These are breaded 
mushrooms. We don’t do hush puppies here.” Then she smiled and said 
reassuringly, “don’t worry, we will teach you.” 

 
My next dinner happened a few days later. I was determined not to get into any 

sort of embarrassing faux pas. Everything was going swimmingly until one of the guests 
arrived. I will call him Dwayne. As soon as Dwayne arrived, he grabbed a glass of wine 
and made a beeline for the small group of people around me. He seemed eager to say 
“hello,” so I reached out my hand to greet him and, from that moment on, Dwayne took 
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over the conversation. He was deeply passionate about public transportation not only as 
an issue of environmental sustainability, economic growth and better quality of life but 
also as matter of social justice and inclusion. For the next 20 minutes, Dwayne ranted 
about car ownership, blaming the culture of private vehicles for the hyper-individualism 
that encourages Americans to leave the cities for the atomized life of the suburbs, and 
praised public transport as an equalizing force in society that breaks down the socio-
economic and racial barriers and guarantees equal access to all people regardless of 
age or physical ability.  

 
I watched nervously as the other guests started to peel away one by one until I 

was left alone with Dwayne. Eager to escape, and this is not my proudest moments, I 
told him I needed a restroom break. I walked quickly to the bathroom, closed the door, 
waited for a minute or two, took a deep breath, and opened the door assured that I 
would be free to mingle again. Dwayne was just outside the bathroom door waiting for 
me. As soon as I stepped out, he told me he’d like to hear my thoughts on how my 
theology shaped my understanding of life in the city and the importance of public 
transportation. Thankfully, the hostess, possibly sensing a bit of panic in my demeanor, 
grabbed my hand and invited everyone to sit down for dinner. 

 
The following day, I ran into the hostess at a café in the neighborhood. She 

apologized for Dwayne’s behavior and obsession with public transportation. Apparently, 
that was all he talked about all the time. While we were chatting, guess who popped into 
the coffee shop? Yes! Dwayne in the flesh! As he started walking toward us, Sarah told 
me that she had to go. I looked at her almost begging her to stay. She said, “I’m sorry, 
pastor, this is your job now. I’m out of here.” 

 
People with strong convictions, who are passionate about their beliefs and are 

willing to take a stand for their values, inspire and, quite often, unsettle the rest of us. 
Although we admire their focus and boundless enthusiasm, we feel intimidated by the 
intensity and demands of a life lived with such a clear purpose and sense of urgency. 
There are very few of us who ever discover what our true passion is. We often settle for 
a safe and comfortable life that rarely causes trouble and invites few questions about 
what it means to live with an almost single-minded yearning to make a difference, to 
give yourself to something you believe, love, and would even die for. This is why we 
look at genuinely passionate people with a mixture of awe and suspicion, fascination 
and incredulity, curiosity and aversion. 
 

In one of the recent episodes of the podcast “Hidden Brain” entitled “Not at The 
Table,”i the show host Shankar Vedantam talked to political scientist Yanna Krupnikov 
from the University of Michigan about the cultural discomfort that Americans share 
about people who are deeply committed to their convictions. The podcast focused 
mostly on politics, but it revealed what we all already know which is our collective dislike 
of overly involved people who make their concerns, convictions, beliefs, and values the 
driving force of their lives and won’t stop talking about it. These passionate people are 
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not satisfied to make their voices heard once in a while only; they are ready to speak up 
even at the dinner table when everybody else would be happy to stay entirely 
disengaged from the heavy, complex, polarizing and challenging issues going on in the 
world. 
 

“Not at the table.” I am sure this was the thought on the mind of the leader of the 
Pharisees that invited Jesus for “a meal on the Sabbath.”ii Rather than having a good 
time and enjoying the hospitality of his host, Jesus decided to do and say things that 
without the shadow of a doubt made the other people at the table uncomfortable, upset, 
chagrined and perhaps a bit resentful too. Jesus appreciated the art of dining and, as I 
said a couple of weeks ago, he was a very good deipnosophist, but Jesus had a 
penchant for saying what was on his heart, unfiltered. It’s no wonder, as Indian 
American Christian writer Debie Thomas noted, that the mealtime gatherings Jesus 
attended “ended in provocation, insult, or scandal.”iii 

 
Jesus was a deeply passionate human being and like many other overly 

committed people, Jesus often came across as being purposefully inconvenient, unkind, 
divisive, boorish and undiplomatically blunt, especially when he was interacting with 
other religious people. Jesus loved God and he also loved the world that God loves. At 
his baptism, Jesus embraced wholeheartedly his identity as God’s beloved Son and he 
was fully aware that to live into that role of God’s one and only Child in human history, 
he would have to live each second of his life with great passion and responsibility for 
putting the world right. In his heart, Jesus knew that he was here to make a difference in 
people’s lives no matter how great or small and he never missed an opportunity to 
provoke people to face one of the hardest spiritual truths, which Leo Tolstoy captured in 
one simple sentence: “‘Everyone thinks of changing the world, but no one thinks of 
changing himself.”iv  

 
In its core, Christianity, which the first followers of Christ knew as the Jesus Way, 

is a path of transformation of the human heart that has palpable and visible 
consequences for the life of those who want to follow in Jesus’ footsteps. And, 
surprisingly, this personal transformation is refreshingly down-to-earth. Christians are 
called to imagine ourselves loving the world as God loves this world, as Jesus loved his 
friends and adversaries, while keeping in mind that God does not just love the world as 
it is, but more importantly God loves what the world can still become, and Jesus did not 
come just to point his fingers at humankind and show everything we fail to do; he came 
to engage in a Lover’s quarrel with humankind – and I am borrowing this beautiful 
expression “a Lover’s quarrel”v from Robert Frost.  

 
The love that Jesus embodied and practiced was not an unreserved acceptance 

of humanity and the world we created in our own image and likeness, but a protest 
against our behavior in this world as well as an invitation to allow God’s love to save us! 
And being saved means that the changes we want to see in the world begin within us 
first. Once we experience the transformative power of God’s love and become part of a 
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Christian community of transformation, Jesus’ Lover’s quarrel with humanity becomes 
our quarrel. As Christians, our responsibility to the world is to live with the same passion 
that Jesus showed at mealtime gatherings and that means that we are also likely to 
cause awe, fascination and curiosity as well as suspicion, incredulity and aversion. 

 
It is clear in today’s Gospel lesson that Jesus understood that we all grow up and 

are socialized in cultures and religious traditions that generally hinder our imagination 
and frequently hamper our inner transformation. Still, the stories that Jesus shared at 
the table were much more than a straightforward critique of the religion, table manners 
and social system of his day, his stories also expressed faith. Jesus, there is no 
question, believed his host and the guests were capable of doing so much more and 
better on a holy day than trying to plop themselves down at a good seat and take part in 
a “let-me-show-off-my-standing-and-get-what-I-need” kind of culture. So, Jesus spoke 
up. He said loud and clear that God’s love makes us different and living into that love 
turns our lives into a hopeful protest against the conventional quid pro quo philosophy 
that governs human relationships in the world of our making. 

 
There is also a bit of an odd bent to Jesus’ table stories. On the surface, they do 

not appear to demand a deep inner transformation. First, Jesus told the guests a story 
about not seeking a seat of prestige at the table, but going for the lowest place in the 
hope that the host might move you to a better seat. It is almost as if Jesus were 
teaching the guests to fake humility and play their cards right to manipulate the seating 
arrangement system of honor.  

 
Jesus did not question the first century economic system that divided humankind 

into the rich, well-connected and privileged and the poor and destitute either. Jesus 
simply encouraged his well-to-do host to consider showing compassion for people in 
society who would never be able to pay him back in kind because having the poor over 
for a meal would help with some kind of special blessing at the end of time. It sounds as 
if Jesus were telling the leader of the Pharisees that having the poor, maimed, lame, 
and blind for a meal might give him a spiritual boost or self-promotion “at the 
resurrection of the righteous.” 

 
Of course, Jesus’ stories were angling for something deeper than fake humility 

and self-promoting charity with an eye on some kind of reward at the end-times. He was 
beginning to have a lover’s quarrel with the people at the table by instilling in their minds 
a vision of humility, solidarity and compassion that could radically change their lives, 
relationships, religious practices and society. Jesus’ hope was that the host and guests 
would begin to imagine themselves no longer scrambling to find a place in the pecking 
order or measuring each other’s worth on their perceived social, economic or political 
utility; instead, they would learn to see each other as beloved children of God, human 
beings made in God’s image, and they would eventually let all the human-constructed 
distinctions fall away and would love one another into a transformational friendship that 
saves lives and mends the world. 
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Loving humanity as God loves us is not something that happens on its own, 
naturally. We have to be intentional about practicing this kind of loving. Someone has to 
be passionate enough to keep instilling this idea, this faith, this love in our hearts and 
minds all the time. 
 

This past week, I was thinking about my little cousin Alice who turned 15 last 
year. Brazil does not have a big tradition of a girl’s 15th birthday – the quinceañera - like 
other countries in Spanish-speaking America have, but there is a sense that turning 15 
is an important rite of passage into adulthood and families do host festive and, 
sometimes, very expensive birthday parties for their daughters. Alice, who has been 
attending a Presbyterian Church even though her family does not go to church, asked 
her parents if she could use the money they were planning to spend on a birthday party 
for her to buy ingredients to make meals for food-insecure families. She told her friends 
that rather than gifts, she would rather have them show up to help prepare soup and 
sandwiches and, on her birthday, volunteer to pass them out at a small church located 
in a poor neighborhood. I don’t think Alice was aware of what she did, but she asked her 
friends to give what we consider to be the most precious resource in our lives: our time! 
That was smart and world-changing in itself. 
 

Alice was passionate about her birthday project and her passion was contagious. 
Most of the kids who showed up to help were not from her youth group, but from her 
private high school. They showed up because they were inspired by her selflessness 
and desire to make a difference even if her passion made some adults uncomfortable. 
The kids fed more than 200 people and Alice is now determined that she can do more 
to make God’s love visible in the world. Without thinking about it, Alice invited her 
friends to learn a new way to socialize where you love people for whom they are and 
not for what or where they can get you. She has begun a lover’s quarrel with the world.  

 
Imagine if our services and gatherings were always venues where we learned 

once again to be excited about engaging in a lover’s quarrel with our world. Imagine if 
we were willing to give the most precious resource we have as adults – our time – to 
share God’s love with humankind in a way that helped us to socialize with each other in 
a completely different and barriers-breaking manner. Imagine if we accepted the full 
responsibility to carry on Jesus’ Lover’s quarrel with ourselves and with humanity and 
did everything possible to see our humanly constructed world transformed by the salvific 
love of God. It may be hard for a church full of New Englanders to hear this, but we have 
to be passionate about sharing God’s saving love with people who are still trapped in a 
world of pecking orders and upward mobility that diminishes their humanity and makes 
them blind to what it means to be fully human and deeply loved by God. So, friends, in 
this Lenten season, dare to be passionate. Dare to make our gatherings passionate. 
Dare to offer your most precious resource – your time – to help ACC live out the Gospel 
and have a lover’s quarrel with ourselves and our world for what it is not and can still 
become. 
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May the transformation we hope to see in the world begin within us and in our 
church first. May it be so. Amen. 
 

 
i The Hidden Brain in Not at the Dinner Table, 19 February 2024. 
ii Luke 14:1. 
iii By Debie Thomas in Places of Honor, 25 August 2019, Journey with Jesus 
[https://www.journeywithjesus.net/essays/2334-places-of-honor]. 
iv Lilith Regan in Quotes By Leo Tolstoy, p. 76. 
v By Robert Frost in The Poems of Robert Frost, “The Lesson for Today,” p. 407. 


