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 A couple of years ago, when we gathered at St. Joseph’s Church before Thanksgiving, our 
joint choir sang a marvelous hymn called: A Place at the Table. The massed choir filled that sanctuary 
with beautiful music and a powerful gospel message. “For everyone born, a place at the table…for 
woman and man, …for young and for old…, for just and unjust,…for everyone born a place at the 
table, to live without fear, and simply to be, to work, to speak out, to witness and worship, for everyone 
born, the right to be free,” and the chorus continues: “and God will delight when we are creators of 
justice and joy, compassion and peace: yes, God will delight when we are creators of justice and joy.”1 
 I thought of that song when I read our story from Luke’s gospel this week. Jesus was eating 
in the home of a religious leader and he noticed how the guests were all climbing over each other, 
elbowing each other to get to the seats of honor. And Jesus suggests that we might be better served if 
we took the lesser seats. Instead of being demoted in front of everyone when someone who deserved 
to be up front arrived, we could start down low and then maybe be promoted. Wouldn’t that feel 
good? As Jesus explains: “Those who exalt themselves will be humbled and those who humble 
themselves will be exalted.”  
 The teaching is counter cultural. Most people I know like getting special seats. When I lived 
in Baltimore, I somehow managed to be wearing my clerical collar whenever I went to have my driver’s 
license renewed. On one particular trip to the DMV, the lines were extra-long, but one of the clerks 
behind the desk saw me and waved me over. I walked around the lines and she told me to sit right 
down and I followed her instructions. She took my picture and I was finished in a matter of minutes. 
Frankly I still feel guilty about that seat of honor, but it sure was nice. Most people that I know 
appreciate the seats of honor. Have you ever been bumped up to first class? Yet isn’t this the point? 
We know we don’t really belong in those seats, so when we are invited up to them, it is wonderful. 
Just don’t start there. 
 As all those guests are still trying to figure out what Jesus was trying to say about sitting in the 
cheap seats, he continues on with another story: “The next time you put on a dinner, don’t just invite 
your friends and family and rich neighbors, the kind of people who will return the favor. Invite some 
people who never get invited out, the misfits from the wrong side of the tracks. You’ll be—and 
experience—a blessing. They won’t be able to return the favor, but the favor will be returned—oh, 
how it will be returned!—at the resurrection of God’s people.”2 This is an unusual kind of hospitality 
and it celebrates the reality that there is a place at the table for all God’s children, everyone of them. 
 One of my heroes in the faith was a man named Tom Beal. He was the son of a prominent 
banker in Boston and Tom became a middle school English teacher. He had every reason to take the 
seats of honor: he came from a great and respected family; he was a good conversationalist; he was 
incredibly wise and I think his wisdom grew out of his wonderful ability to recognize that he could 
learn something from everyone he encountered, maybe even especially those in the cheap seats. Tom 
seemed to enjoy hanging around those who could never repay his generosity and learning from them.  
 Friday morning at the service for Earl Williams we all recited the 23rd Psalm, where God 
prepares a table before us in the presence of our enemies. That’s the table where everyone has a place. 
                                                 
1 Text Shirley Erena Murray, 1998 ©  1998 Hope Publishing Company. 
2 Luke 14:12-14, Eugene H. Peterson, The Message: The Bible in Contemporary Language. NAV Press © 2002. 
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That’s the table where our cups are full to overflowing. It is the table we gather around today to share 
a simple meal where there is always room for one more and the food never runs out. Kids and old 
people are here. Single and married are here. Poor and rich are here. Republican and Democrat are 
here. Long time faithful Christians and those who don’t quite know what they believe are here. This 
is God’s table and we get to sit here because God is gracious and when we experience that grace maybe 
we might become more gracious ourselves. Maybe we might start inviting those who could never 
repay us to God’s banquet table. 
 A number of years ago there was an article in The Christian Century by Gordon Atkinson 
about a friend of his named Roger who “has a ranch about 40 miles north of the border with Mexico 
and 25 miles from the nearest town. There are no paved roads leading to his property. He is there 
about twice a month on weekends.  

“Roger showed me the simple house that was on the ranch when he bought it. It is made of 
wood and has a kitchen, some bunks and a bathroom. I asked him if he had ever seen any illegal aliens. 
“Now and again,” he said. “But not very often. They don’t want to be seen. But sometimes you can 
tell they’ve passed this way.” 

“When Roger goes home at the end of the weekend, he leaves the door to his ranch house 
unlocked and puts cans of food out on the counter. There is a sign on the door written in Spanish. It 
says, “Please turn off the water and close the door when you leave. Thank you.” 

“Many people report destruction of property by illegal aliens, but in the eight years that Roger 
has owned his ranch he has not had a single incident of vandalism or theft. When he comes back to 
his ranch the door is always closed, the water is never running and the food is always gone. 

“I’m pretty sure that Roger’s ranch is marked on some of the maps that illegal immigrants 
carry north with them. It is likely marked with a big star and an arrow pointing to it. This is a safe 
place. Water and food and a friendly rancher. 

“How many desperate people have passed through Roger’s ranch? How many of God’s 
children have received a cup of cold water and an ounce of hope there? They are hungry. Their tortillas 
are moldy, their water gone. They stumble upon Roger’s house, read the sign, and go inside to find 
not only water but also food and a restroom. Imagine the stories that are told in shacks and adobe 
homes of the sign on his door and the miracle of food found in the nick of time. Can you hear their 
prayers of thanks for the blessed saint whose name they do not know? 

“We’ll never know how many have visited Roger’s ranch. But I believe the best acts of 
goodness and grace are of this kind—unknown except by those who receive them. Unseen by anyone 
else, and never celebrated by anyone else except in the kingdom of heaven where God sees all and 
counts even the hairs on your head.”3 

Jesus said: “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.” 

Today we celebrate around a table. There is a place for you. Pull up a chair. Everyone is 
welcome here. 
 
Let us pray: Help us O God to celebrate around your bountiful table, where there is room for 
everybody and then send us forth to share your bounty. In the name of Jesus we pray. Amen. 
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