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“A Place at the Table”
Luke 14:15-24 October 6, 2019

On our fifth wedding anniversary, Sara and I 
went to see a romantic movie, Still Mine a poignant 
film about a couple in their late-80’s who’ve been 
married for six decades. As his wife ‘s battle with 
Alzheimer’s Disease becomes more difficult, 
Craig is determined to build their dream home by 
hand—a cabin with a beautiful view and easy-to-
navigate floor-plan. As he builds and struggles with 
local zoning boards and building code authorities, 
Craig also reflects on his life, family, and marriage. 
For me, the most touching scene takes place at the 
dining room table. It begins with a slow camera 
sweep across the table—scratches, dents, marks, 
chips in the wood. Craig, sitting at the table, 
begins the conversation, “Do you remember when 
I built this table?” Irene responds, “We had been 
using a sawhorse and planks for so many years 
I’d all but given up on ever getting a proper one.” 
Craig describes the process, milling the boards 
with his own father, putting twelve coats of finish 
on to protect it. Irene reminds him that it didn’t 
help when one of their five children spilled ink on 
it. Then Craig reflects, “The first few years every 
nick that table absorbed, I took it personally. It’s 
all I could see: a dent from a fork, a scratch from 
a skate blade, a ghost of someone’s handwriting 
pressed through a single piece of paper. There were 
a lot of times I regretted not making that table out 
of oak. But, as the years went by, scars added up, 
the imperfections turned that table into something 
else. That’s the thing about pine…holds a lot of 
memories.”i

From the earliest days of the Christian 
movement, our life together has centered on the 

table. Jesus set the tone, eating with sinners and 
telling stories about feasts where the most unlikely 
guests were included on the invitation list. The 
early followers of Jesus were the subject of gossip 
and criticism for their fellowship dinners, which 
included rich and poor, slave and free, Jew and 
Gentile. They joyfully gathered in community, and 
that table, first set by Jesus, is still the place where 
we gather. At the table, we welcome all who seek 
to follow Jesus and all who are still wondering 
what that means. Like the tables in our homes, the 
Lord’s Table holds so many stories. And the stories, 
I believe, are what make these tables sacred.

The parable we heard this morning focuses our 
attention on a table. It is the grand and spacious 
table of a gracious host. The parable describes the 
ultimate embarrassment for anyone throwing a 
party. You clean the house, borrow chairs and dishes 
from the neighbors, reclaim the table leaves from 
the attic, clean the linen napkins, put fresh towels 
in the guest bath, and prepare a wonderful meal. 
And then, one by one, just hours before they are 
to arrive, the guests begin to call. Sorry, can’t make 
it. Couldn’t find a babysitter. Too much happening 
at the office. Just not feeling well this evening. 
Something came up. The car wouldn’t start. Have 
you seen the weather forecast? Just can’t make it. 
So sorry. Thanks anyway. And, before the host 
can even catch his breath, his distinguished list of 
dinner guests has evaporated. No one is coming. 

Well, this is a parable and so we should expect 
the unexpected. We should be prepared for a 
window into God’s story. The excuses of the invited 
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guests are not shocking: who hasn’t heard, or used, 
them all? Okay, maybe not the one about the oxen, 
but you get the point. The initial reaction of the 
host is not shocking either. He is angry—all that 
work and no guests to wine and dine, host and 
impress. The moment of surprise and the vision 
of God’s kingdom arrive in the action of the host. 
We are prepared for him to cancel the dinner in 
frustration. But he does not cancel the dinner. He 
broadens the invitation. “Go and send for those 
who were not initially invited. Especially those on 
the fringe of society—the unclean, the poor, the 
rejected. Bring in the outsiders, give them a place at 
the table.” And when they have all arrived, there is 
still room. The priority of the host is not the right 
crowd but a crowded table.

And, Jesus says, this is what the kingdom of 
God looks like. This is the kingdom of God: a great 
feast to which all are invited. This is the sad, tragic 
truth: some will simply be too busy or preoccupied 
to come to the table. And this is the call: come to 
the table, invite others as well. It is a story about 
who belongs…and the answer is this—even the 
people you wouldn’t include our welcome at this 
feast.

We Presbyterians sometimes quip that the best 
way to draw a crowd is to serve a meal, preferably 
one with deviled eggs and fried chicken. But there 
is deep theological truth in that bit of humor. From 
the earliest days of the Christian movement, acts of 
worship have centered on word and table. The table 
is the place we gather for the fundamental repeated 
sacrament of this community. And, since those 
early days, the church has been in the business of 
offering a place at the table to all whom the host 
has invited. Back in 2003, I had the opportunity to 
worship with a community of Catholic Christians 
in a small village outside of Managua, Nicaragua. 
The church building was unique. It had only two 
complete walls, and about half of the structure 

was covered. Because of this, the church is not 
able to keep anyone or anything out. Birds fly by 
as the priest delivers his homily. Children playing 
soccer occasionally kick a ball into the chancel 
area—once the Priest even kicked it back! You can 
hear street vendors and laughing children from the 
pews. A church that cannot keep anyone out. As 
we prepared for the Eucharist, people came in off 
the streets and joined us. And then, the Nicaraguan 
Catholic Priest invited a group of Presbyterian 
college students to come forward and share the 
sacrament as well. “This table,” he said, “is for you 
as well.” Not the right crowd, but a crowded table. 
The host was the one whose generous welcome 
transcends every barrier, every prejudice, every 
human-invented category that labels some people 
as acceptable and others as unacceptable. This is 
a host who saves a place at the table for all of us, 
especially for those whom we might never think to 
invite.

I believe this with all my heart: We can do 
nothing more antithetical to the gospel than to deny 
some a place at the table. When we elbow others 
out, we disobey the one whose dinner company 
offended the self-righteous and upset the legalistic. 
When we presume to be the host, deciding who 
can and who cannot come to the table, we have 
transgressed the boundaries of what it means to 
be human creatures, and not the creator. We are 
not the host. We are the servants whose master has 
said, “I want my house to be full.” We are invited 
guests. We are bearers of invitation to others.

This morning, with Christian believers all over 
the globe, we celebrate World Communion Sunday. 
Its beginning was almost too small to notice. 
In 1936 a local group of Presbyterian ministers 
gathered to pray for the world. It was an uneasy 
time. War on the horizon. Financial markets in the 
midst of collapse. A divided and distrustful world. 
And these pastors were convinced that there was 
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some way that the Christian community should 
respond. Their idea: what if we all gathered around 
the communion table on the same Sunday?ii 
Hardly a proposal for world peace or economic 
stimulus. But those pastors knew the truth of the 
parable that Jesus tells this morning. They knew 
that the role of the church in a time of crisis is to set 
a table, prepare a meal, and then invite all people 
to come and share the feast. Because when there is 
a place for you at the table, you can be transformed 
by the grace you find there. Many of us have been 
transformed by that invitation, that welcome, that 
sense of belonging at this table. 

When you take the bread and the cup this 
morning, also take a moment to consider our 
brothers and our sisters sharing this meal all over 
God’s good creation. Take a moment to remember 
our mothers and fathers in the faith who sat at 
this table long before us, and who extended the 
invitation. Take a moment to dream about those 
who will one day take their place next to us at this 
table that is a parable for life itself. And then, say a 
word of gratitude to the host, the one who includes 
those who would never make your invitation list 
and, in the greatest miracle of all, saves a place at 
the table for you. 

________________________________
i  You can view this scene at http://www.traileraddict.com/clip/still/

dining-room-table
ii  http://www.ncccusa.org/unity/worldcommunionsunday.html


