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Even if you know that Presbyterian mecca of Montreat NC; even if you know of the 
wonderful worship services that take place at the Montreat Conference Center; 

you may not know that for many years, a congregation of year-round residents 

 worshiped separately in Gaither Chapel, on the grounds of Montreat College. 

Some years ago, I knew an older Presbyterian pastor who had grown up in that 
congregation.   

His name was Blake, and he liked to tell the story of something that once 
happened to him there. 

He was home on break from theological seminary, and on Sunday morning he and his 
parents attended the service there in Gaither. 

They sat in their usual place on the second or third row, and as the pastor finished the 
opening announcements, 

he looked right at Blake and said, “I see we have a beloved son of this 
congregation who is home with us today.” 

“When the choir finishes the Introit, I want to invite him to stand and offer the 
Invocation.” 

Well, Blake was jazzed!  Here was his opportunity to show the homefolks what he had 
learned in seminary. 

So all through the Introit, he thought about what he would say, and what big theological 
words to use.    

But as the last notes of the Introit faded away, he hesitated for j-u-s-t a split second 
before standing, not wanting to appear overly eager. 

And it was this hesitation that saved him. 

Because just as he was about to rise from the pew, he half-felt, half-heard someone 
directly behind him,  

doing the same thing. 

And in the next moment, there began praying the unmistakable voice … of Billy 
Graham!  



Yikes!!  Can you imagine how devastatingly embarrassing it would have been for Blake  

if he had stood and begun praying at the same time? 

Surely the superstar evangelist and the pastor of that church would have been gracious 
about the innocent misunderstanding. 

(Maybe even some comment from Dr. Graham that he was sure Blake would 
have done just as well). 

But in the eyes of the congregation, he would have been forever marked 

as that presumptuous homeboy who usurped the role intended for someone 

whom those folks regarded as above the Pope and only slightly below Jesus.  

 

In today’s gospel text, Luke tells of a time when Jesus sensed something similar about 
to happen. As a guest at a dinner party in the home of a Pharisee,  

 he is being sized up by his would-be critics. 

But they are being watched, as well. 

And when he observes them maneuvering for positions of honor at the dinner table, he 
says to them, 

“You know, you may want to think twice about that.” 

“By choosing a more modest place at the table, you might avoid the 
embarrassment of being told, in front of everybody,  

that you have taken a seat intended for someone more important.” 

“Not only that, but you might actually score some points in the eyes of the other 
guests, if the host ends up inviting you to take a higher place at the table.”   

Now, I don’t know about you, but I am pretty sure that these highly educated Pharisees 
are just delighted  

with that unsolicited lesson in social graces, from this unschooled Galilean 
peasant. 

But Jesus isn’t finished, yet. 

Turning to his host, he says, “And you: you really ought to consider inviting a different 
class of people to these soirees!”   

If you really want to God’s favor, then invite people in low places, who have no 
chance of ever returning the favor, 

or helping you, through their presence, to climb the social ladder.” 



Well then!  Back to the table conversation … 

But whether or not you’d ever want to hang out with someone who is such a rude dinner 
guest, 

you’ve gotta admit: it’s a cautionary teaching that could prove useful 

(particularly given the ancient Mediterranean culture of honor and shame.) 

It’s the kind of thing that might actually happen to someone, say, at wedding feasts in 
that place and time. 

But spoiler alert: Jesus has more in mind here than simply offering tips for navigating 
Palestinian social mores. 

Especially in Luke’s gospel, whenever a meal is going on, or Jesus is telling a story 
about one, 

you can take it to the bank that he is using it as a model for what life looks like in 
the Kingdom of God. 

And life in the Kingdom is what the late Allen Verhey (of Duke University Divinity 
School) characterizes as the “Great Reversal”,  

where those of low station find themselves elevated, and many of the proud are 
brought low. (The Great Reversal: Ethics and the New Testament, 1984).        

And for what it’s worth, most commentators hear some echoes in these words that 
Jesus speaks at the dinner party.   

That part about being asked to move up or move down at the table?  It’s a pretty 
direct paraphrase  

of some verses in the 25th chapter of the Old Testament book of Proverbs. 

And this stuff about the proud being brought low and the lowly lifted up, well, it’s 
straight out of that song 

his own mother sang, back in Luke’s first chapter. 

‘The Magnificat’, they called it. 

But however much of it is just coming out of his heritage, it’s clear that Jesus raises this 
‘Great Reversal’ stuff to a whole new level. 

Now, in one sense, you and I have made our peace with it.  

Not only do we hear a lot about it in a church like this, but this particular holiday 
weekend should remind us of it. 

Because back in 1897, when Labor Day became a national holiday, 



it wasn’t just for folks like us to get in one last trip to the beach or the mountains, 
before the fall schedule sets in. 

It was a time to honor folks who made their living with the sweat of their brow, folks who 
always worked for someone else. 

The idea was for them not to go unnoticed, unappreciated, uncelebrated. 

And even if we don’t always do a good job of remembering that,  

 at some level we get it. 

(Especially when our recent politics remind us of what happens when we forget). 

Be that as it may, I think it’s fair to say that at another level, Jesus’ words at that dinner 
party still leave you and me scratching our heads.  

Sure, it’s fun to hear him gig the Pharisees.   

But he’s also pulling the pins out from under so much that we have spent a 
lifetime learning! 

Specifically, developmental psychologists will tell you that one of the most important 
steps in moving from infancy to childhood,  

and from adolescence to adulthood, 

is to differentiate ourselves from other people. 

And part of that process is learning to stand up for ourselves and to secure our place in 
the world-- 

such that it’s a good thing to succeed and to be recognized for what we have 
achieved. 

Those are the motivational wheels that civilization rolls on.    

Remember George and Louise Jefferson, finally having enough success in the dry 
cleaning business 

to move out of Queens and into a Manhattan high rise? 

“Movin’ on up, to the East Side, to a dee-luxe apartment in the sky-y-y.  Movin’ 
on up to the East Side, we’ve final got a piece of the pi-i-e!” 

(And especially in the case of an aggrieved minority, who could begrudge them 
wanting some upward mobility— 

not to mention the opportunity to escape the Archie Bunkers of the world)? 

And while we’re on the subject, learning theorists tell us that you and I construct 
cognitive maps that define what is important and what is not,  



what is true and what is false. 

Without even realizing it, we put in a lifetime of effort training our brains to make sense 
of the world, 

 and how it’s put together. 

And then along comes this Jesus, and starts turning everything upside down! 

So while you and I may struggle to fit this “Great Reversal” stuff into the life that we 
have made for ourselves, 

Franciscan Priest Richard Rohr delights in muddying the water yet further. 

He calls attention to what the saints and mystics eventually figure out:  

that following Jesus consists less in learning a certain path, 

and more in unlearning what we thought we knew. (Yes, And … [2013, p. 257]) 

This unlearning, he says, is the key to the surrender that enables us to move past the 
need to be right, the instinct to impress others,  

and the drive to feel morally superior. (Ibid, p. 255) 

And one of Rohr’s favorite sources of inspiration is an Episcopal priest and author 
named Cynthia Borgeault.   

In her book The Wisdom Jesus, Borgeault asks what was the single thing that was most 
unique and original about Jesus. 

Her proposal is that the Great Reversal isn’t just an upending of who’s who in the 
Kingdom of God. 

It is also a reversal of the basic direction of spiritual growth. 

According to her, even in spiritual life our natural human tendency is upward mobility-- 

that is, the assumption that we should strive to set ourselves apart, 

by being more godly, more devoted. 

Whereas for Jesus, the spiritual center of gravity is downward—a spirituality based on 
servanthood and openness.  (The Wisdom Jesus [2008, ch. 6]) 

In fact, by time Luke was writing this story, that recognition had already been around for 
several decades, 

in a beautiful hymn that the early church often sang. 

It was a hymn recorded in Paul’s letter to the Philippians, in which Jesus’ act of 
self-emptying 



Is held up as a model for your spiritual life and mine. 

Who knew? 

So while the Jeffersons may have celebrated “Movin’ On Up”, it appears the theme 
song to which Jesus invites us is “Movin’ on Down.” 

Down to a lower spot at the table, where all of us are in this together. 

And where, in this meal that we are about to share, all of the seats are special. 

 

Who knows?  I wonder if it ever occurred ol’ Blake that maybe he was the one whom 
that pastor in Gaither Chapel actually was inviting to stand and pray, years ago. 

Maybe the famous personage seated behind him was the one who assumed too 
much and misread the situation. 

When you’re movin’ on down in the Kingdom of God, all things are possible. 

 

Please pray with me: Movin’ on down, oh Lord. Movin’ on down. Help us to go there 
because we know that you are waiting there for us. Where the richness of life from the 
bottom up. Amen.    

 


