
LUKE 14.1,7-14  1 

Gifts That Cannot Be Repaid 
Luke 14:1, 7-14 Dr. David B. Hartman, Jr. 
August 28, 2016 First Christian Church Wichita Falls, Texas 
 

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. 

When he noticed how the guests chose the places of honor, he told them a parable. “When 
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; and 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. But 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. For all who exalt themselves 
will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.” 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 neighbors, 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.” 
 

Wherever we go in life, we will feel a lot more secure if we feel we fit in. 

There were three years between the time I graduated from Lynchburg College 

in Virginia and commenced my ministerial studies at Vanderbilt Divinity 

School in Nashville where fitting in was kind of a challenge. My first year out 

of college, I worked as the Director of Religious Education at Graham 

Christian Church in Bluefield, Virginia, a coal-mining town in Appalachia. 

The church called me because I had been a counselor and staff foreman at 

Craig Springs Christian Church Camp for the four summers I was in college, 

and they evidently liked the way I killed rattlesnakes and hauled garbage. The 

people in Bluefield were very kind and generous, and they taught me a lot 

about faith, but culturally I felt sort of marooned. The Senior Minister, whose 

name was Jack, was very charismatic, in a Jimmy Swaggart sort of way, and 
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was brilliant in many things, but in most things he and I were in different 

places. He had been raised in the Primitive Baptist Church, had been a long-

distance trucker, and was a recovering alcoholic who deliberately used words 

like “ain’t” in the pulpit and passed out business cards that said he worked for 

the Gospel Fire Insurance Company, the only insurance company that could 

save you from the fires of perdition. Once I was on the church bus with the 

men’s group headed down the road to Tazewell for a district dinner meeting 

when one of the elders offered me an open pouch of chewing tobacco. Because 

I wanted to be neighborly and fit in I took some. What he didn’t offer me was 

a spittoon. The good old boys thought it was really funny when I couldn’t get 

the window down and had to run up to the front to yank open the bus door 

while the driver was trying to make a hairpin turn. I also didn’t like having to 

get up early on Sunday morning, not to mention the 20 verses of “Just As I 

Am” we sang after every sermon, because Jack was not going to dismiss us for 

lunch until somebody came down the aisle. Once in a while, it was an elder 

who made a sacrificial recommitment just so we could go. After a year at 

Graham Christian Church in Bluefield, I submitted my resignation and quietly 

resolved to never work for another church as long as I lived. I moved back to 

my old bedroom at my mother’s house in Hampton. To earn some kind of an 

income, and since I was certified to teach history at the secondary level, I 

substitute taught at my alma mater, Jefferson Davis Junior High School. 

 If working at Graham Christian Church in Bluefield had been kind of a 

challenging experience, being a substitute teacher at Jefferson Davis Junior 

High School presented its own kind of challenges. Jefferson Davis was a tough 
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school in a tough town. There were fist fights in the hallways, out on the 

practice field behind the school, and probably half the boys in ninth grade 

smoked in the breezeway at lunchtime (I’m thinking they needed parental 

permission, but I can’t remember). Even though the kids could be tough, order 

was maintained because the teachers were tougher, especially the gym 

teachers, and the Vice Principal, Mr. Watts, was the toughest of all. I heard he 

had spent his first 20 years in public education as a football coach, but I don’t 

think he ever had a winning record. He evidently got kicked upstairs to the 

Vice Principal’s Office, where he stuck because he didn’t have the social skills 

necessary to be a principal. I imagine when he became Vice Principal, he was 

told he could keep the whistle, and then he was handed a paddle and told to do 

with it whatever needed to be done. Not only was he tough, he was filled with 

resentment, because I think he might have once been a good college athlete, 

and maybe envisioned a future in the pros, but instead became the chief 

enforcer at Jefferson Davis Junior High School. There was one thing he cared 

about a lot, and there was another thing he didn’t care about at all. The thing 

he cared about was order. What he didn’t care about was our feelings. 

There must have been a major change in the years between the time Mr. 

Watts took his education courses in college and I took mine, because when I 

took mine in the early ’70's, we were taught to be in touch with our feelings so 

that we could thereby be in touch with our students’ feelings. When I started 

subbing at Jeff Davis in September, 1974, Mr. Watts was gone. So because of 

the classes I had taken in college, and my recent foray working at a church, 

and my own humiliating memories of what it was like to have Mr. Watts 
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reaming me out in public when I was trying to impress Susie Mitchell, the 

head cheerleader, with how cool I was (despite my braces, acne and thick 

glasses), I intended to be very sensitive about the feelings of the young 

scholars in my classes. My first couple of days on the job, if a student 

misbehaved, I took him out in the hallway and quietly asked him about 

whatever problems might be going on at home. The second time I did that, I 

came back into the class to discover that someone had stolen the big 

magnifying lens out of the overhead projector I had been using. Despite there 

being thirty kids in the class, there were no witnesses. The next time I tried to 

spare some miscreant’s dignity was a ninth grade boy’s health class. The 

teacher I was filling in for was a gym coach who didn’t leave a lesson plan, but 

had left me a note to pass one of his college textbooks down the rows and let 

each boy read a paragraph aloud from it. When one kid used the book to smack 

another kid in the back of the head, I took him out into the hallway to see if a 

private talk with me would improve his moral perspective. There was a loud 

commotion in the class, and when I rushed back inside, there was a fire in the 

trash can. Despite there being about sixty boys in the class, once again there 

were no witnesses. After those two episodes, the private, thoughtful talks I’d 

envisioned for every kid who needed disciplining were over. Henceforth, every 

kid at Jefferson Davis Junior High School, especially the ones who were going 

through puberty, were now suspects as potential felons and my role model for 

how a substitute teacher should behave was Mr. Watts. 

 I evidently did pretty well as a sub after that, because there were no more 

major thefts or fires on my watch and I never lacked for calls to come teach. 



LUKE 14.1,7-14  5 

So when I was asked to come substitute a first grade class at another one of my 

alma maters, Tucker-Capps Elementary, I was advised by the teacher I was 

subbing for, “Dave, I’ve heard good things about the job you’re doing at the 

junior high school, but you do realize, don’t you, that the things that worked 

for you at Jeff Davis won’t really work here? Remember, these are little kids. 

They’re not snarly teenagers. Be gentle with them.” “Don’t worry,” I said. “I 

will.” 

So the next day, in the class, I had all of these little kids on mats in front of 

me, and I had a big chart with all kinds of animals on it. And I was using my 

softest voice, my Mister Rogers voice, and I pointed to the chart and I said, 

“Boys and girls, who can tell me which one of these animals is the rabbit?” 

This one little kid looked at the little kid next to him and said, “We’re going to 

have to teach this guy everything.” 

 My experiences at Bluefield, at Jefferson Davis, at Tucker Capps, all had 

their humiliating moments. But I learned from those humiliations. That first 

grader who thought he would have to teach me everything did teach me 

something. The thing he taught me was this: I would never again walk into any 

room, including a first grade classroom, and assume I was the smartest person 

in there. I would always think there’s somebody in there who know more than 

I do and who I can learn from. There is a movie that came out earlier this year 

called “Everybody Wants Some!”, by the Texas filmmaker Richard Linklater. 

The movie was about college baseball players, entering freshmen at a fictional 

college in Texas. An upperclassmen gave the freshmen some advice on how to 
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deal with the inevitable hazing. He said, “We all take turns being chumps 

around here. You accept your chumpitude and move on.” 

What makes us chumps is sin. Jesus didn’t use the term in our scripture, 

but he described a hypothetical chump who would have had a humiliating 

experience. Imagine, Jesus said, some guy being invited to a wedding dinner, 

and immediately planting himself at the table reserved for the bride and groom, 

or maybe their families. “Excuse me, sir, that place is reserved. Did you not 

see the sign? You’ll have to go back to general seating, there at the back of the 

restaurant.” If the guest had been humble, that humiliation would have been 

avoided, In addition, if he had been humble, he might have been invited to 

come to one of the special seats, like the times when an affluent passenger in 

the first class section exchanges his or her seat with a soldier or sailor stuck 

back in the sardine section. 

I suspect we’ve all had moments where we were called out for being in the 

wrong place at the wrong time. We accept the humiliation and learn from it. 

We accept our chumpitude and move on. Because that’s what grace is about. 

“Lord have mercy on me, a sinner, a spiritual chump.” We move on by the 

grace of God in Jesus Christ. We move on because we’ve confessed our sins 

and we know we’ve been forgiven. 

 In traditional Christian teaching, there are seven deadly sins. Those are 

pride, wrath, sloth, envy, greed, gluttony and lust. The deadliest of them all is 

pride—not pride in the sense of “I’m proud to be an American,” which is 

basically gratitude at being part of something greater than ourselves—but pride 

in the sense of hubris, of being puffed up: “America should be proud to have 
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me live here. Thank God for me. I deserve to be in the reserved seating at the 

wedding banquet, because, even thought I’m not a bride or a groom I’m still 

the most important person in this joint. I’ve never needed to ask God for 

forgiveness, because I’ve never done anything wrong.” The reason that 

pride—hubris—is the deadliest sin is because it is the only one that keeps us 

from seeing and discerning that we are all sinners, that we all need to be 

forgiven, that we do need grace. 

In our scripture, Jesus went on to say that if you are moved to generosity 

the greatest expression of it is not to provide for your friends, your family, or 

your well-off neighbors, because they will all want to do something nice for 

you in return. Jesus said the truest form of generosity is to do something for 

those who will never be able to repay the kindness. At your best banquet, Jesus 

said, invite the poor, the lame, the blind, the crippled. We could expand the 

list: invite the dispossessed, the lonely, the confused, the bereft, the depressed, 

the homeless, the addicted. I mentioned the seven deadly sins. There are also 

seven great mercies. Six of those are the ones named by Jesus in Matthew 25: 

To feed the hungry, to give drink to the thirsty, to clothe the naked, to visit the 

imprisoned, to care for the sick and to welcome the stranger. The seventh great 

mercy is to bury the dead. In Orthodox Jewish teaching, that is the greatest 

mercy of all, because that is the one that can never be repaid. 

*** 

Yesterday, I was waiting for my son Jon to cross the finish line at the 

Hotter n’ Heck bicycle race. He did a hundred miles, but he got in about an 

hour later than we anticipated, because he had some flats along the way. But I 
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still enjoyed standing on the steps of the Coliseum across from the stand where 

the winners received their awards and to watch the finishers come in. There 

were all kinds of finishers. There were the fit and trim ones, like the father and 

son team of Tres and Luke Ward. Tres gave Luke his racing bike and he used 

his mountain bike, which is quite a sacrifice for those who know something 

about bicycles. There were also plenty of people who (like me) wish they had 

better news on their bathroom scales in the morning, but who were out there 

anyway. There were my friends Angie and Mike Craig, crossing the line on a 

bicycle built for two. There was a guy on a unicycle. There was a guy who 

crashed short of the finish line, and the guy who was involved in the collision 

with him stopped short of the finish line, went back and checked on him to 

make sure he was O.K. There was the mother who dismounted 200 yards 

before the finish line and put her waiting little girl on her bicycle seat and 

walked her across the finish line, because she wanted the person she wanted 

her to share in the cheers. I also watched the medals awarded to the first, 

second and third place finishers in various categories. There were relatively 

few of those. But there were many, many finishers. It was almost like the 

parable of this great wedding banquet to which we’re all invited. Even if we 

the seat of honor is not reserved for us, what a blessing it is to be invited, to 

hear the words, “Come in.” If we’re humble to enough to be grateful for the 

invitation, how blessed we will be if fight the good fight, and finish the race, 

and keep the faith, in Jesus’ Name, 

          Amen. 


	Luke 14:1, 7-14 Dr. David B. Hartman, Jr.

