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One of the dinner guests, on hearing this, said to him, “Blessed is anyone who 

will eat bread in the kingdom of God!” Then Jesus said to him, “Someone gave a 

great dinner and invited many. At the time for the dinner he sent his slave to say 

to those who had been invited, ‘Come; for everything is ready now.’ But they all 

alike began to make excuses. The first said to him, ‘I have bought a piece of land, 

and I must go out and see it; please accept my regrets.’ Another said, ‘I have 

bought five yoke of oxen, and I am going to try them out; please accept my 

regrets.’ Another said, ‘I have just been married, and therefore I cannot come.’ 

So the slave returned and reported this to his master. Then the owner of the house 

became angry and said to his slave, ‘Go out at once into the streets and lanes of 

the town and bring in the poor, the crippled, the blind, and the lame.’ And the 

slave said, ‘Sir, what you ordered has been done, and there is still room.’ Then 

the master said to the slave, ‘Go out into the roads and lanes, and compel people 

to come in, so that my house may be filled. For I tell you, none of those who were 

invited will taste my dinner.’” 

 

  

Alferd Packer
1
 holds a unique place in the history of the old West. He told the story in various 

ways, but the unalterable fact is that Alferd ate five prospectors he was guiding over the high 

mountains of Colorado during the peak of a harsh winter in 1874. Calling him a “Republican 

Cannibal,” Judge M. G. Gerry indignantly complained, “When yah came to Hinsdale County, 

there was siven Dimmycrats. But you, yah et five of ‘em... I sintince yah t’ be hanged by th’ neck 

ontil yer dead, dead, dead, as a warnin’ ag’in reducin’ th’ Dimmycratic populayshun of this 

county.” In 1977, the United States Department of Agriculture dedicated the new cafeteria in its 

Washington building to Alferd Packer. There was such an outcry, the General Services 

Administration ordered the dedicatory plaque removed and accused the Department of 

Agriculture of “bad taste.” 

  

Without a doubt, there are meals that are best not repeated. But not the meal before us today. 

Today we gather as one people at the “the longest table in the world,” the most frequented table 

of all time. Again we obey the One who asked that we “Do this in memory of me.” “Was ever 

another command so obeyed?” asks theologian Dom Gregory Dix. “For century after century,” 

he writes, “spreading slowly to every continent and country, and among every race on earth, this 

action has been done, in every conceivable human circumstance, for every conceivable human 
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need from infancy and before it to extreme old age and after it, from the pinnacles of earthly 

greatness to the refuge of fugitives in the caves and dens of the earth. And best of all, week by 

week and month by month, on a hundred thousand Sundays faithfully, unfailingly, across all the 

parishes of Christendom, pastors have done this just to make...the holy common people of 

God.”
2
 

  

Yet the central meaning of our Lord’s Supper often has been misconstrued. For the point of this 

supper is what we are celebrating today: world communion, the union of all souls in the love of 

Christ. At this table we join the church in all times and places and situations from the first last 

supper in an upper room in Jerusalem to the great wedding feast promised the church in eternity. 

And we remember Jesus: re-member in the sense of putting the broken pieces back together, re-

joining the body of Christ by joining ourselves to one another in his body. 

  

At this table we remember the great equalizer, our mortality, the ground that is level at the foot 

of the cross, and the love of God for every, every soul upon this good earth.  

  

At this table we remember God’s promise of resurrection to eternal life and eternal reunion with 

all those who have answered Christ’s invitation to grace.  

  

At this table we remember Jesus’ parable of the feast, how those who were first invited refused 

the invitation: the rich, the prestigious, the powerful. “No matter,” the Master said. “Forget about 

them! Hit the streets! Go out into the highways and byways, urge them to come in, invite the 

poor and the maimed, the blind and the lame, tell them they are included, too. No one is left out 

except those who refuse the invitation.” That’s what Jesus said.  

  

And that’s what Jesus did. He intentionally included everybody, embroiling him in trouble with 

religious leaders and ultimately leading to his crucifixion. He ate with sinners and tax collectors. 

His closest disciples were a bunch of laborers and people from the fringe. He befriended 

prostitutes, healed lepers, welcomed children. According to our gospel lesson this morning, they 

had forgotten that God is intent on harvesting all the needy and wounded souls of the world and 

multiplying the scope of God’s Kingdom. They had forgotten that our reason-for-being is to 

gather that harvest in the vineyard God has lent to us. What did the “invited people” do? They 

turned people away for not measuring up to their standards. They became gatekeepers instead of 

door openers. They became proud of their standing before God, then used their power to reject 

the rest of God’s beloved.  

  

Today is no different. In many churches this morning, you and I would not be welcome to share 

in the Lord’s table because of the color of our skin, or the mistakes of our past, or even because 

of the particular church to which we belong. Even here too often we have come to this table in 

the spirit of animosity with malice in our hearts towards other brothers and sisters in Christ. And 

if we come to this table with an unforgiving hostility, how are we so different from the Pharisees 

Jesus condemned? If we come to this table with an exclusive righteousness, how are we 

remembering the One who gave his life loving everyone in God’s name, especially the despised 

and rejected and wounded and broken? 
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Jesus told stories in a unique way, and we love to hear them. Here at the very table of a leader of 

the Pharisees, Jesus tells a story that is an affront to his host. Seeing people maneuver to get the 

places of honor, Jesus spins a yarn about a guy who throws a party. The people privileged with 

an invitation beg off with lame excuses. Just who do you think the “privileged, invited people” 

are? This leader of the Pharisees understood. And in this story, the master of the house sends his 

servant to hit the streets. He sends them to “those kind of people” who don’t usually get invited 

to the best parties: the poor, the crippled, the blind, the lame. All over the city it’s the same 

scene. Some guy’s hobbling down the road, this servant walks up, hands him an envelope. 

Another fellow is tapping along with his cane, servant hands him an envelope written in Braille. 

A woman begging by the gate has one dropped right in her lap. They tear open their envelopes. 

They all say the same thing. “You are warmly and urgently invited, party at the big house, get 

back to me! R.S.V.P.!”  

  

This servant returns and says, “Sir, what you ordered has been done, and there is still room.” 

This house is huge, by the way. So this guy says, “Go out into the highways and byways, and 

compel people to come in, so that my house may be filled. For I tell you, none of those who were 

invited will taste my dinner.” 

  

We love that story. We love how Jesus compares the church to a feast, a blow-out party. That’s 

far superior to how people think of church today. We understand, too, how easy it is for the 

privileged people to beg off, even though it is God inviting them. Because, after all, all of us here 

recognize that we’re the people Jesus is speaking of who take God’s banquet for granted. 

Honestly, in our ‘heart of hearts’ do we not think that we’re shoe-ins for God’s feast? Do we not 

think that our place at God’s Table is assured? We are the “blessed,” the privileged. And if that’s 

the case, we are the ones who take God’s gracious invitation for granted.  

  

And we love the part about how everybody gets included in the party. That’s us. Because we 

don’t turn anybody away. Everyone’s welcome. Everyone’s invited. Everyone’s included here. 

When we invite you to Christ’s table today, you do not even need to be a member at our church.   

  

And “the poor, the crippled, the blind, the lame”? Well, that’s us, too. If you come some night 

when we’re hosting the South Oakland Shelter, or when we work at Cass Social Services or at 

Brightmoor, you’ll see them at the table. You’ll literally see the Bible come to life. We’ve been 

hitting the streets. We’re out there looking for the least, the last and the lost. That’s what Jesus 

said the church should look like. So Jesus welcomes all of us to the table here. He welcomes 

everybody to the level ground at the foot of the cross. 

  

The reality is that God invites all of us to the table to receive God’s grace. Every one of you is 

invited. Everything depends on our response. God is waiting on us. We are invited to bring 

ourselves entirely, completely, to Christ’s Table. But we have to say yes. And that’s the 

beginning of the stewardship of our lives. So much depends on our joyful, willing response to 

God. And clearly God is not pleased if we offer excuses for not bringing ourselves and our very 

best. And God is not pleased if we leave people outside of these doors.  

  

So, why aren’t we inviting others to come to the table of God’s Kingdom? Maybe Jesus 

embarrasses us. Christ makes claims upon us. He has a way of shattering what the world thinks 
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important, even what most Christians think important. Millard Fuller, the founder of Habitat for 

Humanity, tells the story of a country sheriff who lobbied hard against liquor by the drink in his 

county. The sheriff was a deacon of the First Baptist Church in this backwoods North Carolina 

town, and he was opposed to liquor by the glass on religious grounds. When one of his 

opponents reminded him that Jesus turned water into wine, the sheriff gave an honest reply: 

“Honestly, I don’t know why Jesus did that,” he said, “and, frankly, it’s embarrassed me all my 

life!” Sometimes it seems that we get more “holy” than Jesus. Jesus just keeps upsetting what we 

think is respectable, disrupts our social mores, so maybe we’re embarrassed by him.  

  

But even that is not it. We’ve got a bold and courageous group of folks here who generally 

intend to be faithful no matter whose toes they step on. So I don’t think we can write ourselves 

off as being timid or embarrassed.  

  

I just think that we’ve gotten a little too comfortable with ourselves here and have forgotten how 

great the need is outside these walls and in our own neighborhoods. We’ve become far too 

comfortable. Don’t you think? We’re so at ease at God’s banquet that we forget how much God 

has to share with those who have never tasted the feast. Our hearts have grown lazy, that’s all. 

We’ve lost the urgency of the Master’s command: “Quickly, get out into the city streets and 

alleys. Collect all who look like they need a square meal, all the misfits and homeless and 

wretched you can lay your hands on, and bring them here. Whoever you find, drag them in. I 

want people at my table. I want my house full!” 

  

In Kitchen Table Wisdom, Naomi Remen tells the story of Yitzak, a holocaust survivor who 

came to one of her healing seminars a few years ago. It was a little too touchy-feely for Yitzak. 

“Vat is all dis, all dis huggy-huggy? Vat is dis luff de strangers? Vat is dis?” Understandably, his 

experience in the Holocaust led Yitzak to close his heart, draw in, distrust strangers, and even to 

hold back from those he loved whom he might all too painfully lose. He was uncomfortable and 

withholding much of the week, and the vulnerability of these sessions frightened him.  

  

However, on Sunday he seemed more relaxed, even happy. Naomi asked him how he was doing. 

He told her he was better. He had taken a walk on the beach and had talked to God about it. 

“And what did God tell you?” she asked. He laughed. “Ah, Rachel-le, I say, ‘God, is it okay to 

luff de strangers?’ And God says, ‘Yitzak, vat is dis strangers? You make strangers. I don’t make 

strangers.’”  

  

God doesn’t make strangers, but calls us to the hospitality of an open table. And that is what God 

calls us to do. God would send us to the streets of our own lives to seek, to invite, to embrace, to 

compel. Just as at one time each one of us was invited to God’s people and Christ’s table, so also 

we must shake off our comfortable complacency and open the doors for others.  

  

Christ lived and died and rose again so that none of us would be strangers to God, or to one 

another. Isn’t that the Jesus the gospels remember? Isn’t that the Jesus we are supposed to 

remember when we gather at his table?  

  

And if Christ’s vision has yet to become a reality in the world, then we can still come to his table 

in hope. Because God isn’t finished with us yet. For this table is as much a promise as a 
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memorial that some day every child of God will love every other and the broken bread and 

crushed grape will be reunited in the body of Christ and no one will be left out. Amen. 

  

                                                 
1. His given name was Alfred Griner Packer.  

2. Dom Gregory Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy.  


