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TURNING THE TABLES 

Jeremiah 2: 4-13; Luke 14: 1, 7-14 

Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost • August 28, 2022 

by Pat Berger 

 

A couple of weeks from now, we are going to be having a wonderful 

celebration here; finally, one year late, we get to celebrate the 125th 

anniversary of the founding of Plymouth Presbyterian Church in St. 

Helens.  My guess is that it will be one of those events about which 

stories will be told and told -- maybe we will even be good enough to 

write some of them down, so that they can be read at the 250th 

(maybe plus one or two) anniversary! 

 

And with this dinner coming up, I hope we were all listening to the 

table manners lessons that Jesus gave the people who were with him 

on that day of our reading from Luke this morning.  I haven't heard 

that there will be a head table at our dinner (I also haven't heard that 

there will not be a head table . . .); if there is no head table, we won't 

need to waste time determining who ought to sit there, or figuring out 

where the back of the room might be.  Besides, all of that takes time 

away from eating, which likely is why most of us will stay for the dinner. 

 

That is not the way that it was in Jesus' day, as we have just heard.  We 

will remember that he lived in an honor and shame culture.  Meals to 

which one was invited -- or not invited -- mattered very much to one's 

standing in the community.  We might think that Jesus' position with 

the Pharisees was quite good, since he was invited to this meal.  And 

yet: there is that word watching there: " . . . they were watching him 

closely."  This was the kind of watching that one did to make sure that 

all of the rules were being followed exactly.  Did Jesus wash his hands, 

and did he wash them appropriately?  Did he do what was right for 

eating on the Sabbath?  You know: important things.  The rules, and 

following them precisely: very important to the Pharisees; if Jesus were 

to be their guest, he would need to behave appropriately.  

 

Jesus knew the rules, and he knew the games they were playing, and 

so he told the guests some proper Kingdom, not cultural, but Kingdom 
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behavior for guests.  Sit at the lowest place at the table, so that the 

host might come and ask you to move closer to him.  And then Jesus 

gave some instruction to the host.  Now, that would have been just 

plain rude: telling one's host how to behave.  Telling the host who to 

invite to his dinner.  And the people who Jesus named who ought to 

be invited -- the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind -- were the four 

groups of folk who were prohibited from entering the temple, and 

certainly from the priesthood.  They would not have been invited to a 

Pharisee's home for a meal.  The tables had indeed been turned; invite 

those who cannot repay you, " . . .  for you will be repaid at the 

resurrection of the righteous." 

 

Not only would this have been rude to say to one's host; it also would 

have been unthinkable in their time and place.  It displayed one way 

that Jesus must have felt a need to show the people that they had 

chosen other than the Kingdom way for themselves.  This is what the 

prophet Jeremiah was saying for God, too, in our verses from his book 

that Gina read for us.  These people, according to the prophet, had 

chosen against the God who brought them out of Egypt and through 

the desert.  They had chosen to go with gods who weren't even gods, 

we heard.  "Be appalled," said God, "be shocked, be utterly desolate."  

Imagine hearing God tell you to be "appalled."  It likely happens, 

whether or not we are listening.  And not only had these people  

decided to go with other gods, but they had decided that they could 

take care of themselves, thank you very much.  They had built cisterns 

to hold their water; they would not need God to take care of their 

basic needs any more.  There were cisterns in that dry and barren 

land, to hold extra water when there was some.  One would not, 

however, count on cisterns in the long run, because since the country 

was so dry, cisterns were prone to drying out and cracking; they got 

to be leaky.  What were these people thinking, Jeremiah seemed to 

be asking.  And he gave voice to God's questions: what did they find 

wrong with me, that they went after useless things and became 

useless themselves?   

 

We, too, forget what God has done, forget the power and wonder of 

the past.  We, too, need to be attentive to Jesus' table turning.  and 
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we forget what all of that means for our future.  It was most important 

for Jesus to invite those who neither expected nor deserved 

invitations, to invite them into God's presence.  And, David Lose wrote, 

" . . . he expects us to do the same.  He expects us . . . to stop counting 

the costs, benefits and rewards of our actions and [to] live from a 

sense of abundance and blessings."  We act as if God's provisions for 

us are not enough, as if the abundance that we have been promised 

is not quite . . . abundant.  There might not be enough time or money 

or space or resources or whatever.  We ought to turn the tables on 

that one, because: we have been promised enough. 

 

We serve a God who wants to be in relationship with each of the 

beloved children, and who wants the beloved children -- us and all 

everywhere -- to be in relationship with each other.  One of the 

commentators suggested that turning the tables might be 

accomplished by simply being kind to everyone around us, especially 

those who are not often the recipients of kindness.  What would that 

look like at work and at school, at home and at the places where we 

volunteer, if we asked those who were on the margins to come into 

the circle, to move closer to the head of the table?  What if we could 

be partners with God in handing out gifts of dignity and worth and 

value?  Jesus notices who is at the table and who is missing.  Let us go 

out this week, too, to notice the ones who need all that we have to 

share.  And then: let's share it! 

 

Let us pray. 


