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Whose Meal Is It, Anyway? 
 

On one occasion when Jesus was going to the house of a leader of the Pharisees to eat a meal on the Sabbath, they were watching him 
closely. 7When he noticed how the guests chose the places of honor, he told them a parable. 8When you are invited by someone to a 
wedding banquet, do not sit down at the place of honor, in case someone more distinguished than you has been invited by your host; 
9and the host who invited both of you may come and say to you, 'Give this person your place,' and then in disgrace you would start to 
take the lowest place. 10But when you are invited, go and sit down at the lowest place, so that when your host comes, he may say to 
you, 'Friend, move up higher'; then you will be honored in the presence of all who sit at the table with you. 11For all who exalt 
themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted." 12He 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 neighbors, in case they 
may invite you in return, and you would be repaid. 13But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the 
blind. 14And you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you, for you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous."  Luke 
14:1, 7-14 NRSV 

 
When my husband Barry and I were cleaning out his Dad’s apartment the week before last, I went to the 
garbage room at the end of the hall and arbitrarily grabbed some newspaper from the recycling bin to wrap 
glassware. The lead story on the front page of the Sunday August 18 Chicago Tribune caught my eye. I saw the 
wedding picture of an African American couple next to the headline, “Wedding justice is golden.” When they 
were married fifty years ago, in August of 1963, Ed Wallace had reserved a honeymoon suite at the Palmer 
House in downtown Chicago. He chose that specific hotel to impress his bride. It was one of the first hotels in 
the city. (Coincidentally, that’s where Barry just spent four days attending a convention.)  

When he made the reservation two days before his wedding, Mr. Wallace wore a nice tie and a crisp suit 
because blacks rarely went downtown without dressing up. He stood at the front desk of the Palmer House and 
proudly plunked down about $50 – the equivalent of about $380 today – for a night in the bridal suite. He and 
his wife Donnie were married on a Sunday afternoon at a large celebratory service at St. Paul Church. They had 
their reception of cake, punch and hors d’oeuvres at the beautifully decorated home of a relative. Later that 
evening, they arrived at the hotel, only to find their room at the end of a long hallway in the rear of the building. 
When they opened the door, Mr. Wallace said, “What is this?” You could almost stand in the center of the room 
and touch all four walls. The bed looked like a twin bed, instead of a king-sized bed. It had a tiny little 
bathroom. And there were no windows, no decorations – no nothing.” It was, in effect, a meager, windowless, 
walk-in closet.  

I was intrigued by the story. But I had a job to do. So I returned to the packing and wrapped Ed and Donnie 
Wallace around a vase from my father-in-law’s hutch, packed them all in a box and went on with the task at 
hand.  

Fast forward to last Monday and I’m reflecting on our Gospel reading for today (Luke 14:1, 7-14).  The wheels 
start to turn and I mention the story to Barry. He remembers seeing it too, and tells me he just put the paper out 
in our recycling. It’s at the curb. So I go out in the rain and retrieve Ed and Donnie Wallace from a recycling 
bin -- again. This time I finish the story, with today’s Gospel as the lens through which I read: For all who exalt 
themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted. (Luke 14: 11) 

Mr. Wallace, it turns out, was crestfallen on that wedding night back in 1963. He was well aware that 
downtown Chicago hotels back then were not often hospitable to blacks. But he also knew that the country was 
on the cusp of change. In a few days, the couple would watch the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom 
on the black-and-white television set in their living room. So, he had been hopeful when he made his plans. 
Needless to say, when he saw the room with his bride, he was not amused. He considered complaining. “I’m not 
the type to keep quiet about these types of insults,” he said. “But I didn’t want it to take away from my wife’s 
wedding night.”  Still, for fifty years, each anniversary was a reminder of that humiliation. 
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Fast forward to 2013.  Relatives begin planning the couple’s golden anniversary celebration. Their daughter-in-
law Paula decides to give Ed and Donnie a new experience at the Palmer House – a healing experience that 
would help erase some of the pain of the last one. When she reserves a regular room for them, she mentions to 
the clerk what happened fifty years ago. In response to their story, the hotel, it turns out, gives them a 
complementary upgrade to a posh two-room deluxe luxury suite. The staff provide champagne, cider, and 
strawberries dipped in chocolate.  Daughter-in-law Paula says, “I find it extraordinarily touching that these 
people who were likely not even born when the original incident happened, would work so hard to change the 
experience and make up for it.” Sometimes the Reign of God does come near. So this time, I saved Ed and 
Donnie Wallace for my file and put the rest of the paper in the recycling bin.   

When we meet Jesus today, he’s holding forth at a dinner party, healing on the Sabbath -- at the home of a 
Pharisee; once again confounding the folks with the piety and power. Then he turns to offering advice on table 
etiquette in the kingdom of God.  He seems to give two different sets of advice for two different sets of people: 
first he advises those without power and privilege, and then he addresses those with power and privilege. It’s 
almost like he’s talking to Ed Wallace, and then he turns to the management of the Palmer House in Chicago in 
1963. 

To Mr. Wallace, when I read between Jesus’ lines, I hear the Serenity Prayer: “God, grant me the serenity to 
accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the 
difference.”  In Palestinian feasts during Jesus’ time, reclining couches were arranged in groups of three, with 
the center grouping reserved for persons of wealth, prestige and privilege. Meals were situations that 
highlighted social disparities. From all we know about Jesus, he does not condone such disparities, but he seems 
to be aware that in a situation like this the ones “dispared upon” (to coin a phrase) – the oppressed -- are often 
powerless to do much about it. It is conventional wisdom that they would save everybody embarrassment, and 
save face themselves, if they took a lower seat and waited to be invited by the host to move up, rather than 
presume the privilege and be publicly reprimanded by the host to move down.  Jesus is paraphrasing the 
passage from Proverbs we just heard as our first reading (Proverbs 25:6-7). I don’t believe Jesus means that 
those who are oppressed should just be passive and take it. But there is a time for everything. Throughout his 
life Wallace was active in the civil rights movement, making a difference where he could.  

In our midst, I can’t help but think of Michael Burkhardt – Dr. Michael Burkhardt, who took what many 
perceive to be the lowest seat, for five years – in the background, teaching the children in Sunday School – even 
though he is a world-famous organist and church musician. He certainly humbled himself. I don’t know that he 
has been exalted by assuming the position of Cantor here at Holy Cross, but we have been exalted to receive 
him. 

To the management of the Palmer House, I hear Jesus say something else entirely.  In his very next breath Jesus 
directs his comments directly to the one in charge – to the Pharisee who had invited him to the dinner in the first 
place – the one with the power and the privilege. “When you give a dinner,” Jesus says, “Don’t just invite your 
friends and family and rich neighbors, the kind of people who will return the favor. Instead, invite some people 
who never get invited out – the misfits from the wrong side of the tracks.”  This is a game-changer! This advice 
works to subvert, to overturn, the very system that creates and enforces status differences at meals in the first 
place.  

So what could this possibly mean for us? I wonder. We may not have such seating charts at our dinner tables, 
but we certainly seem to have them in our region. We know them by numbers: 734. 248. 313. 586. 810.  We 
may be frustrated by all the social disparities in metropolitan Detroit. We may feel powerless to change 
anything of consequence. But those of us with power and privilege might pray for the courage to change the 
things we can.  
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As most of you know, Ed and Donnie Wallace are not the only ones celebrating a fiftieth anniversary this year. 
This community of faith called Holy Cross was birthed in 1963, the very same year Ed and Donnie Wallace 
were married, spent their wedding night in a closet at the Palmer House, and watched Martin Luther King Jr. 
lead the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom on their black-and-white TV. Maybe you watched it too.  

Fifty years later, as called and ordained pastors of Holy Cross Lutheran Church, Pastor Ben and I have the 
power and the privilege of presiding at this table (the communion table) – not on your behalf, but on Jesus’ 
behalf. We take this power and privilege very seriously. We try our best to do this with integrity, humility, and 
faithfulness -- faithfulness to the kingdom values of the Jesus we meet today and every Sunday in the Gospels.  

And so we will never deny anyone a place of honor here -- anyone who approaches this feast with a hand 
outstretched and a heart that hungers for God. No matter their social status, no matter their income status, no 
matter their color status, no matter their educational status, no matter their employment status, no matter their 
age status, no matter their marital status, no matter their ability status, no matter their gender status, no matter 
their sexual orientation status, no matter their religious status, and no matter their area code.  

And what is in your power to do? You have the power and the privilege to welcome them with open arms and 
open hearts. After all, the crucified and risen guest and host of this meal welcomes you, no matter whatever 
status you carry – or not.  He, after all, gave up all of his power and all of his privilege and all of his divine 
status to become one with us, so that we might be one with one another, and one with Him.  You see, 
sometimes the Reign of God does come near. And sometimes it even happens here. So let’s eat! AMEN  
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