

Be a waiter not a caterer when serving the poor
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I’ve worked for many caterers and I love catering.  I love good food.  And, I love making a special event breathtaking and memorable--whether it’s a conference, trade show, fundraiser, reunion or wedding.  

I got my start in the special events industry working for caterers.  Over the years, I’ve been employed by almost a dozen of them.  All of them have a passion for excellence, an attention to detail, extreme creativity and reasonable prices.  And, many of the owners are my friends.  I sincerely hope they will give me grace as I use this as a metaphor of what I’ve learned over the past couple of years.

Although I’ve worked for caterers, I’ve never been a waiter.  But I’ve observed many of them.

Good catering staff will set up the event and make sure it is spectacular.
Good catering staff will maintain the buffet, ensuring that it is restocked and clean.
Good catering staff will make sure the room is spotless, even noticing the napkin on the floor.
Good catering staff will pack up at the end, making sure the room is cleaner than when they arrived.

A good waiter will greet you with “how are you today?” because they care about the individual. 
A good waiter will recommend an appetizer, making sure you have the best experience possible.
A good waiter will look you in the eye, in order to connect with you.
A good waiter will ask “How is your entrée?” because they want you to enjoy your selection.
A good waiter will make sure your water glass is full, being sensitive to your needs.   
A good waiter will recommend a dessert, making it the “grand finale”. 

When serving the poor, we need to be waiters and not caterers.  

It’s not that a caterer doesn’t care.  It’s just that they are serving a group of folks, where a waiter is usually serving just a few (or one).

We need to care about the individual and not just do an event which helps a group of people.  




It’s the same as a mom putting a band-aid on her daughter’s wound instead of a nurse.  Both help the child physically, but a mom helps emotionally as well.  The nurse can be caring, but a loving mom will always win out.

It’s like a boy being cared for by grandparents instead of a daycare provider. 

It’s the same as a child being taught by a father instead of a tutor.  Yes, the tutor cares about the child but not in the special way a father does.

It’s like an elderly grandmother being cared for by a loving niece instead of a nursing home employee.

It’s the same act, but one has a bit (or a lot) more love attached to it.  

Pastor Brandon Hilgemann says, “you can preach a good sermon without loving your people, but you will never preach a great sermon without loving them.”  The timing and delivery can be great, the illustrations well-rehearsed and the pastor can be very likable. But “good” is all their preaching will ever be.  There is just something missing. Something that cannot be measured, but it can be felt. Love.”

I’ve planned events for those experiencing poverty, those who are disabled, those who are persecuted and for those fighting for justice.  For many years, when I planned these events, I made it about the event and not about the person.  Sure, I cared about the people for whom I was doing the event.  I cared enough about them to even volunteer a significant amount of time making the event spectacular.  

But now I realize that these events weren’t spectacular, they were only good.

I realized I should have acted more like a waiter who was concerned about the individual.  I’m not saying that caterers don’t care about individuals or do events with love.  And, I’m not saying that all waiters are caring and loving.  I just think it’s easier to love when dealing with an individual instead of a group.  

When I plan events, which help those in need, I need to notice those I serve.  I need to invest time getting to know them. I need to talk (and listen) to them.  And, I need to consistently spend time maintaining the relationship.  I can’t do that with all of the guests, but I can do it with some.     

My planning an event, that helps the needy, is a good deed.  That same event, when I take the time to focus on the individual, makes it great.   One meets physical needs, while the other meets emotional and relational needs as well.  

This is done through an attitude of kindness, gentleness, empathy, concern, patience, commitment, humility and selflessness.  It’s done through love.

That’s the difference between serving a group “as a whole” and serving a group “individually”.  

1 Cor. 13:3 says, “If I give all my possessions to feed the poor, and if I surrender my body to be burned, but do not have love, it profits me nothing.” 



Wow!  Imagine acts as significant as selling all your things to feed the poor or becoming a martyr.  These are not small things at all.  Actually, they are quite remarkable, dramatic and noble.  But, can you imagine that they could actually accomplish nothing?  This verse says that if these things are not done in love, then they are useless.  The same act can be done in love and it accomplishes much, but if it is done without love, it accomplishes nothing.  

A genuine love for those who are hurting transforms an otherwise good deed into a great one.  

We need to love those we serve--really love them.
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