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    Do you ever wish you were around during the time of Jesus’ ministry?  I know we’d be doing 
without all the comforts that we enjoy today, but wouldn’t it be wonderful to be around Jesus and 
listen to him?  He was an exceptional teller of parables.  Some of those parables were so 
comforting to so many, but some of those same parables were very challenging to many people, 
especially the religious leaders, and also to those who were the ones who had more prestige or 
status in the society.  This parable of the great dinner is one of those parables – how you hear the 
parable depends on where you are sitting: if you are in the center of the room with the power 
people, or if you are up in the balcony where the power people do not sit. 
 
    As with some of his other parables, Jesus is responding to something someone shouted out: 
blessed is anyone who will eat bread in the kingdom of God.  Remember that term “kingdom of 
God,” as it is an important factor in this parable, even though Jesus never mentions the term.  
Remember also that, while we tend to make Jesus into the “everybody-likes-him-how-can-
anyone-not-like-him” figure, Jesus had a significant tendency to seriously rock the boat, and to 
make the comfortable far less comfortable.  Remember also that in many ways we could be 
considered the comfortable. 
 
    Have you ever gotten an announcement about an upcoming wedding with the message of 
“save the date”?  We’ve gotten some, and often it goes on the house bulletin board, also known 
as the refrigerator.  Then as the date is growing nearer, you get the official invitation, with the 
R.S.V.P. card.  In Jesus’ day that may have been done more by word of mouth, but the same 
process was followed.  The man sent out the save the date notice, then the formal invitation.  
Some, however, had made other plans, and they sent their regrets, saying that they would not be 
able to attend the dinner.  According to what I read in a commentary on this passage, those 
reasons given were considered to be legitimate reasons for missing the dinner. Still, the man said, 
“I have all this food ordered, all the tents, the tables and chairs to put up are here.  The musicians 
are ready. I’m going to have this dinner.  So if the first group of invitees can’t come, I’ll invite 
others to come.”  So he did.  And after those invitations went out and were accepted, he was told 
that there was still room for others, so he told his servants to invite anyone at all, including and 
especially those who never dreamed they would ever get that kind of invitation.  Yes, tell them 
the dinner party is available to them as well.  That is one generous host, don’t you think? 
 
    So the host, though angry at those who had gotten the save the date card but had then made 
other plans, still had a full house at his party, and he was pleased with that. 
 
    We often look at this passage as Jesus being very critical of the people who were first invited 
but didn’t come.  We often look at this passage as Jesus being very critical, even in a judging 
way, of the Jewish people for rejecting the invitation of God, for rejecting Jesus. I understand 
that, but I don’t want to go that far here.  To do that makes it sound as though Jesus is rejecting 
the Jewish people, but Jesus never did that.  So if Jesus didn’t do that, we shouldn’t do it either. 



    It is also easy for us to stop at that idea of criticizing those who didn’t attend, or to focus on 
the idea that we can be like those people in not paying attention to the invitation to the party, or, 
perhaps worse, being forever excluded from the party.  I don’t know if I have preached a sermon 
like that before. I probably have. I don’t know if you have every heard a sermon like that before, 
but you probably have.  I do know that far too often preachers spend a lot of time talking about 
how we need to take certain steps to make sure we get to heaven, or take certain steps to make 
sure we don’t mess up that opportunity to get to heaven.   
 
    But I don’t think Jesus is talking about that in this parable.  I don’t think he is talking about 
heaven at all in this parable.  Yes, he is talking about the kingdom of God, in response to what 
the person shouted out to him.  But he is talking about what the kingdom of God looks like in the 
here and now.  And Luke is telling us about what the kingdom of God looked like as Jesus talked 
about it then, and what it is to look like even today.  We so often miss the point. 
 
    We have our understanding of what the church should be and what the church should do. 
Some of that comes from the “we’ve always done it this way before” approach to being the 
church.  And some of it comes from the thought that we like the way things are, the way they 
have always been, the way we want things to be, and change is not easy.  You know all the jokes 
about “How many whatevers does it take to change a light bulb?”  I don’t know if you know this 
one.  “How many Presbyterians does it take to change a light bulb?  Change?” 
 
    The religious leaders knew how things were, and they thought that was how things were to be.  
But then Jesus came in and just changed everything up.  He changed the definitions of who is in 
and who is out.  He said that the kingdom of God was not limited only to a particular group of 
people, but was open to all people.  I mean, look at who ended up in the man’s dinner party.  The 
first ones invited – might we call them the righteous ones? – had other things to do, and missed 
the dinner.  So others were invited to fill the tables: the poor, the crippled, the blind, the lame. In 
other words, the ones who are usually passed by not just for a nice dinner party, but in everyday 
life.  And when there was still room for more people at the dinner, the host said to go out and 
invite everyone you see, regardless of their condition.  So the dinner party was made up of all 
kinds of people, all of whom were probably looking around at their surroundings, at the others 
there, and thinking to themselves, Isn’t this amazing to be sitting here at this fancy dinner, all 
because we said yes when the man said, “you’re invited.” 
 
    For years the church of Jesus Christ has made distinctions about who could sit at the table. I 
mentioned to you before that, in one church I served, someone who was not a member of the 
church told me that years ago there had been a long line of people who wanted to join the church, 
but not everyone was invited to join.  I don’t know the reason for that, but it may have been 
because of economic matters.  It may have been because of issues regarding the ethnicity of the 
people who wanted to join. It may be that some of those people just didn’t measure up to the 
standards that the church held, standards which Jesus may not have held.  I don’t know. I just 
know that some people were not welcomed as members.  That is not the only church to ever do 
that. Sometimes it seems as though some churches fostered division rather than sought to heal 
divisions, and were more exclusive than inclusive. 
 
    I look at this parable and I see where Jesus says that there was a great diversity of people at 
that dinner party who were surprised beyond all reason to see that they were actually able to sit at 
the table and enjoy not only a great meal but the kind of good fellowship that comes from sitting 
around that common table.   
 



    Last week, in our service of worship that was such a celebration as we were listening to the 
new pastor preach, we sang “I’m Gonna Sit at the Welcome Table.”  It was originally sung as a 
spiritual by people who were prevented from sitting at the table with white folks, but they knew 
they would sit at a heavenly table with Jesus one day. In the early 60’s, the song was adapted and 
used in the Civil Rights Movement, where they included such verses as “I’m gonna be a 
registered voter.”  Sometimes they said, “I’m gonna sit at the Woolworth’s counter.” Perhaps 
they could have said, “I’m gonna be a member of some of those churches that don’t let me in 
right now.” 
 
    As the church of Christ moves forward – and as First Presbyterian Church of Sarasota moves 
forward – I encourage you to think about who is invited to sit at your table.  You see, this parable 
is not about who gets to sit at what table in that heavenly banquet in the kingdom of God.  It is 
about who sits at the table in the kingdom of God which is in our midst right now.  This is not a 
parable about the future. It is a parable about the present. It is what the community of faith is 
supposed to look like.   
 
    So you’re invited to this table.  You’re invited to a great banquet now, not just in the future. 
And – oh yes – we are not some of those privileged few that rejected the initial invitation to the 
dinner.  We’re the ones who were invited later.  Does that matter?  Not if you are sitting at the 
table with Jesus as the host – even right now – and knowing that Jesus is absolutely delighted 
that you are at the table.  May the table grow larger, and include all those people Jesus included. 
     
     


