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This summer I spent a few days in a place I’d never been — and, quite frankly, never had any desire to 
go: Las Vegas. I mean, I’ve always been fascinated with the place from a sociological and cultural 
perspective. And by that I mean people watching and Elvis impersonators. But when Zak asked if he 
could compete in the biggest video game tournament of the year and then rather sheepishly told us where 
it would take place, Bryna and I looked at each other and said, “We’ll all go!”  
 
So the four of us flew out to Vegas. One of the things you quickly notice is that not everyone has the same 
Vegas experience. We stayed in a very nice room at the Mandalay Bay, where the tournament was taking 
place. But there were special access elevators to the top floors where the high rollers were staying in 
fancy suites. And we ate at some pretty nice restaurants. But there were other, higher end ones with 
beautiful views of the city where you paid $100 just to make a reservation. And we walked through the 
casinos with all the flashing lights, which Bryna likened to an adult version of Dave and Busters; it was 
all rather surreal and kind of depressing. But there were plush, off-limits high stakes areas where the free 
drinks flowed that we never even glimpsed. And I’m sure there were night clubs we didn’t hit with special 
VIP lounges we wouldn’t have been invited into. 
 
The whole experience was a lesson in stratification, a contrast between the haves and the have-mores. In 
order to find the have-nots, of course, you didn’t have to go far. There is great poverty in the shadows of 
the casinos along the Vegas Strip.  
 
But I thought about this experience in light of this morning’s gospel passage. Jesus tells a parable about 
honor and place, dignity and shame, humility and pride. He attends a dinner party at the home of a 
religious leader, filled with the elite of society. If this party was held in Las Vegas, there would have been 
velvet ropes and large, muscle-bound bouncers keeping out the riffraff. 
 
So, how did Jesus even make the guest list? My sense is that while he didn’t have means or a fancy 
wardrobe, he did have celebrity status. That was his ticket in. People were talking about this teacher from 
Nazareth who was drawing great crowds and causing a stir with his unorthodox and possibly heretical 
practices. Some of the Pharisees had just criticized him for healing on the sabbath day, and we hear that at 
this gathering they were “watching him closely.” They were anticipating a “gotcha moment,” hoping 
Jesus would do or say something so scandalous that his support would evaporate and the perceived threat 
to their own authority would vanish.  
 
Jesus could have refused the invitation, of course. But just as he ate with tax collectors and sinners, he 
also broke bread with high society. Not because he craved caviar, but because he was sent to preach and 
teach and bring his message of salvation to all people, regardless of how he was perceived and received. 
 
And just as Jesus was being watched, he was also doing some watching of his own. It is precisely because 
he observed how the guests chose their seats at the table, selecting places of honor, that he told them this 
parable about a wedding banquet. And, oddly perhaps, he gives some rather practical advice about 
avoiding shame at a fancy party. Upon arrival, don’t sit in a place of honor; sit in the cheap seats, so the 
host can publicly bring you up to a better seat, and everyone will be impressed. Which certainly beats the 
alternative of sitting in a prime location and having the host demote you to a lesser place, which would be 
the cause of deep and public humiliation.  



 

 

 
It’s good advice. But then Jesus says something that subverts the entire system. This caste system — and 
that’s what it is, this system of economic and class inequality — gets thrown on its head. Forget the whole 
notion of places of honor, Jesus burns down the very idea of VIP lounges and special access and elite 
status. 
 
No, Jesus says, when you host a party, don’t invite your friends or relatives or rich neighbors; 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.” Which, on a practical level, doesn’t sound like 
great payback when all you really want is to be invited over to your neighbor’s pool party. But Jesus isn’t 
really talking about parties at all. He’s talking about things eternal, the things that really matter both in 
this life and the next. 
 
And I’m not sure what’s more difficult for us: thinking about inviting “undesirables” into our homes or 
giving up our beloved pecking order. Because, when you look at it, we are always sorting ourselves and 
others into different categories. Tax brackets, alumni giving levels, neighborhoods, races, genders, 
religions. Heck, even flying to the West Coast involved the whole airport liturgy of hierarchy. First Class, 
Business Class, Silver Status, Gold Status, Zones A, B, C, and D. Which, as an aside, does make me 
wonder, “Why am I always in Zone D?!” 
 
But so much of our own self-worth is tied to hierarchical notions of comparisons with others. And it leads 
to both an unhealthy self-shaming and a sinful shaming of others. Jesus tears these notions apart at the 
seams and it scares us. Because if we can’t create a pecking order, everything will descend into chaos, 
right? People won’t know their places and the entire, carefully-constructed system of haves and have-nots 
and have-mores will come crashing down around us. Which is frightening for those in power, for those 
who control the wealth, for those with privilege. We want to keep some people in Zone D. Sure, if they 
work hard maybe they can move up to Zone C, but let’s not get crazy here. We don’t want them moving 
into First Class and tainting the whole thing. People should know their places. 
 
Although I saw the movie a few years ago, this summer I finally read Kathryn Stockett’s bestselling book 
The Help. It came out ten years ago and tells the story of African-American maids working in white 
households in 1960’s Jackson, Mississippi. It’s both heartbreaking and heartfelt as it weaves together 
stories of tragedy and courage, all set against the backdrop of the Jim Crow south. The Civil Rights 
Movement is just starting to gain traction and the tension between the races is palpable. The whole notion 
of “knowing your place” undergirds this segregated city. And while it’s easy to look with great judgment 
on the white society ladies in the story going to church and using their faith to buttress their own racist 
attitudes, we’re still dealing with the destructiveness of racism in our own day and in our own context. 
And every white person, no matter how “good” they may be is complicit in the subjugation of people of 
color. Some of it stems from this sin of sorting one another into categories. And tearing it down does and 
will continue to have consequences — for everyone.  
 
But Jesus bids us not to shy away from hard conversations and truth telling just because it’s easier that 
way. It took courage for him to stand up and speak this truth to society’s elite that evening. And it takes 
courage and awareness for us to face our own sinfulness and complicity in perpetuating structural racism. 
 
America won’t change overnight. Human nature won’t change overnight. But we can take small steps to 
heed Jesus’ call to overturn the pecking order. That’s what it means to know our place in God’s kingdom. 
 
 


