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22nd Sunday in Ordinary Time 
September 1, 2019 
Reflection by Sister Susan Quaintance, OSB 
SIR 3:17-18, 20, 28-29; HEB 12:18-19, 22-24A; LK 14:1, 7-14  
The other night at dinner Sister Mary and I were telling stories from our AIM summer in Uganda 

and Kenya fifteen years ago. One of the many, many things I learned that summer was that it is 

humbling to be a guest. Routines and geography and customs are strange and new, even if one is in 

the same culture; that experience is intensified in a different one. Things happen, and there’s no 

automatic response. In the very first place we visited, I locked myself out of my room, the toilet 

handle broke, and I got chased by a dog. (All I could think of during that adventure was how the 

nurse at the travel clinic said, “Whatever you do, don’t get bit by a dog in Africa. They all have 

rabies.” Sister Patricia, are you listening?) I kept having to ask for help. As Benedictines we have 

deeply internalized the charism of hospitality with its mandate to welcome the other, no matter the 

time or circumstance. That trip was a powerful lesson about what it’s like to be the recipient of 

hospitality, about being in the more vulnerable position of needing to rely on someone else. And, 

of course, as so many lessons do, it came down to not being in control. 

 Jesus, in today’s gospel story, gives clear directives to both guests and hosts. In his somewhat 

cringe-inducing advice to guests, he tells us to take a lower place so that, later, we can be invited 

“higher” and be honored in front of everyone. Hosts, he says, should invite only those who can’t 

invite us back. No family or friends – only those who can’t reciprocate. 

 Intellectually we understand what is being taught. Commentaries tell us that Jesus was 

critiquing Sabbath meals which reflected pride rather than humility, and were exclusive rather than 

outreaching. Given that the saying appears once in Matthew and twice in Luke, Jesus probably did 

say something pretty close to, “Those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who 
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humble themselves will be exalted.” A gospel lesson about not getting too big for your britches. 

Got it. 

 But at the level of experience, it is so much harder. In some ways it is a fight against nature 

and nurture. As human beings we seem hard-wired to like being the best, to having our own way, to 

looking good. And certainly, our culture, with its predilection for self-promotion and emphasis on 

personal fulfillment, tells us that it is wrong not to want to be the best, get our own way, look 

good. Being wrong and admitting it, acting badly and owning it, exposing the shameful parts of 

ourselves despite our diligent attempts to squash them . . . those things do not feel good. No 

wonder we avoid them. 

 But those experiences can knock the self-righteousness out of us, and that’s what Jesus is 

going for. In Luke 18, the other place in this gospel where the saying about humbling oneself is 

used, Jesus addresses the parable about the Pharisee and tax collector praying in the Temple to 

“those who were convinced of their own righteousness and despised everyone else.” More days 

than I’d like to admit, in varying degrees, that’s me. Maybe you, too. 

 But the good news is that we are given a lifetime to practice. Some of you may remember 

Agnes Coveney, the Ursuline sister who lived with us while she was working on her CPE. One 

night at evening prayer, the presider introduced the reading from the Rule – which happened to be 

from Chapter 7 -- with the words “Humility, continued.” Agnes turned, and whispered in my ear, 

“Well, that’s the story of life, isn’t it?” 

 Jesus, at a meal, tells us how to behave at the meal of life. Jesus, at this meal, shows us how 

to approach the banquet of years. Self-giving. Generous. Vulnerable. Humble. We pray for the 

grace to be so as we are given food for the journey. Amen. 


