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Our scripture lesson for today is taken from the Gospel of Luke, chapter 14: the Parable of the Great Dinner, which is printed out for you in the bulletin, and I invite you to follow along as I read this text. Listen for the word of God to you. “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.”‘“ 

Beloved, this is the word of God, for you the people of God. Thanks be to God. And would you please pray with me? May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our strength and our redeemer. Amen.

Have you ever been surprised at who ended up with you at the dinner table? We’re within a few weeks of Thanksgiving feasts with family and friends, banquets fit for a king. At Thanksgiving, we usually are invited to my sister Mandy’s house in Ridgewood, New Jersey – if she ever gets her power back on [Laughter.] – and we never know who might end up joining us at the groaning board. For you see, my sister often invites others who have nowhere to go to come join us in the feast. Last year, she had on hand someone from the community who was recently widowed and a foreign exchange student from Sweden, from her daughter Haley’s college. Complete strangers from our perspective, but oddly enough, people who became family to us around the table that afternoon. It’s always a surprise for Cindy and me and our family to see who’s joining us at Thanksgiving at the banquet table in Ridgewood.

Well, isn’t it a surprise who ends up at the table of the person holding the banquet in today’s parable from Luke 14, known as the Parable of the Great Dinner? And the most surprised person of all must have been the Pharisee’s dinner guest, who makes the bold declaration right at the start of the text, “Blessed is anyone who will eat bread in the kingdom of God.” For apparently, this man was not only enjoying the banquet set before him, but he also felt quite confident about a reserved seat at the messianic banquet in God’s kingdom. So Senior Pastor Scott Black Johnston has commented throughout this sermon series, the parables often disorient us before they reorient us to kingdom living. And like the dinner guest must have been, the way the story unfolds throws us off kilter a bit, for it upends our expectations. 

The folk who were invited to the banquet, first off, are in the social circle of the dinner guests – and ours – people who have means. Those who own land, have animals to till the soil, and those who have the wherewithal to get married and begin a family. These are the people we expect to be at table with us, people of our ilk. Now, to our modern day ears, the excuses these folk make for not coming to the banquet sound kind of hollow, but it would be a mistake to assume that the parable’s main point is to chastise this first set of invitees. What we’re listening to here is not the sound of those clutching at any old excuse to get themselves out of a commitment that they feel no loyalty to. These are not the lame, worn-out excuses about faulty alarm clocks, heavy traffic, misplaced calendars, and noisy neighbors hindering our sleep outside our apartment buildings. Rather, the economic pressure felt by the first two people to tend their land and animals, and the recent wedding of the third, were all excuses honored in most societies of that time. In the end, it wasn’t the case of these folk just casually blowing off the master’s invitation, but more a question of which invitation took priority in their lives. 

Well, in any event, the host seems none too pleased to hear that they aren’t coming. And what happens next is where the parable takes an unexpected turn, as Jesus starts to reorient our thinking. For our expectations are that, since this crew can’t or won’t come, the host will just invite another group of similar neighbors, once again, people like the Pharisee’s dinner guests. But what happens instead? The host has his servants invite an entirely different subset of people to the feast. Rather than inviting people from the same social circle as the original guests, he turns to the streets of the city and brings in the poor, the maimed, the blind, and the lame. And then, when this isn’t even enough to fill his hall, he also extends the invitation to travelers on the road, from the highways and the byways, to come in and sup with him. That these folk needed to be compelled to come in is not surprising when one considers the magnitude of this extension of radical hospitality to strangers. And so, at the end of the day, we are left with a dinner crew gathered around the host’s banquet table who completely defy the expectations of the Pharisee’s dinner guest. You can imagine his surprise at looking out and seeing such a wide range of people having dinner with him, sharing together in a banquet like no other.

Today is All Saints’ Sunday here in the church, and when we gather around the master’s banquet table, as I wrote in my pastor’s update, we believe that here in communion, we are linked in a mystical way to those saints who have gone before us. All the folk who were just named in today’s necrology who died in the last year, and countless thousands of others who have gone before us, having lived and died in the faith. This banquet today is like no other because it connects us in the deepest way possible with saints above and saints below. It is truly a holy meal, and a wholly transcendent moment that we’ll be sharing together around this table in a few minutes.

But our text for today and its reorientation of our expectations and perspectives also reminds me of the old story of a leading Presbyterian minister who died and went to heaven, and when he arrived there, was given a tour of God’s heavenly mansion by St. Peter. The minister was taken with the immensity and splendor of the place and its seemingly countless rooms. As they were walking together, though, down one of the mansion’s many hallways, he noticed that there was a large group of people in one of the rooms with the door partly closed. St. Peter drew him back by the arm and gave him the quiet sign, saying, “Shhh!” as they crept by the door. “We have to be careful as we go by that room.” “Why?” asked the pastor, and St. Peter replied, “Well, those are the Assembly of God folk inside, and they think they’re the only ones here.” [Laughter.] Now, while we chuckle at that old joke, isn’t it true that we ourselves might very well be surprised at who we find in heaven one day, as we’re often surprised here in New York City at who we see joining us monthly down here around this table?

You know, there’s been a lot of banquets here in New York City this fall. We’ve had elaborate banquets all over town in the embassies and other places when the world leaders were here for the UN gathering in September. We had our own beautiful banquet in early October, up in Bonnell Hall, where we honored long-term outstanding volunteer leaders of this congregation with the Kenneth O. Jones Distinguished Service Awards. And of course, there have been what seems like countless political fundraising banquets taking place. These events, regardless of whether they were for Democrats or Republicans, all had several things in common with each other. They were populated by people at the table who had three like things: money, power, and/or prestige. You didn’t make it to these tables at the banquets unless you had something of significance to offer the candidates or the party. Now, contrast this with the banquet that people are invited into in today’s parable and the banquet table we will join around momentarily. These tables of folk look very, very different than those at the political fundraisers. 

I’d like for you to take a moment, just a moment now, to take a look at the picture on the front of your bulletin cover of John August Swanson’s rendition of the Last Supper. This original piece of art was given to us as a gift by, to our church by Elder Ron Crookshank [ph], and it happens to hang on the wall in our chapel. Is there anything in particular about the painting that jumps out at you? What about the table itself? You notice that it’s a round table, and this is no accident. Round tables give no one the place of honor or power. They symbolically stand for how all are of equal value and worth in the eyes of the master. Around such a table, all equally share in his bounty, and the work of his kingdom. Swanson has painted a picture for us here of what the kingdom of God really looks like. 

Notice also who’s around this table. It’s the first disciples who were at that initial table, initial banquet like no other. But have you ever thought about the background and makeup of the original twelve? This was a motley crew that Jesus had with him, made up mainly of fishermen, a despised tax collector, a zealot or social revolutionary, and a group treasurer who later on would betray the whole enterprise. So are we really surprised today to discover in this morning’s parable that the group at the master’s banquet come from all walks and levels of society? They mirror the people Jesus already had around him as his closest followers, and continues to surround himself with here in the twenty-first century church.

This is the twenty-first anniversary of my time on staff here at Fifth Avenue Pres, and serving as one of your pastors, and as you might have guessed, I just love this church. And the thing I love most about our wonderful congregation is its diversity. We are diverse at FAPC in every way imaginable: internationally, ethnically, in age, in sexual orientation, in religious backgrounds, and especially in levels of societal standing. Here at FAPC, gathered around this table like no other, we have folk who are leaders of corporations and institutions throughout the city, all the way to people who are homeless and have been in our shelter and have joined our church. And we have everyone in between, including many who are struggling mightily to continue to make it in New York. You may not be aware that the church owns a large cemetery plot out in Woodside Cemetery in the Bronx. We have quite a collection of saints who are buried out there, folks who have been active members of this congregation over the years but were destitute when they died. As they were part of our faith community in life, they continue to be part of us, even in death. And so when Jesus talks about the poor and the lame and the blind gathered around the table, those who have come in from the highways and byways of life, he’s describing a scene like the one we enact here in the front of our sanctuary each month. He’s describing a banquet like no other around this communion table, that our former interim pastor, Roland Purdue [ph], once called “a little slice of heaven,” people from all four corners of the world and every walk of life, sharing together in the feast.

And one last thing to note from the parable, as it relates to the dimensions of this banquet: did you happen to catch in the text how it seems like the master’s table has no bounds, and there appears to be an endless supply of food? I mean, this man must have had some banquet hall and kitchen to be able to receive all these guests and then be able to take in travelers from the highways, to boot. In my mind, I’m seeing the largest dining room I’ve ever encountered, which is the one up at West Point, New York, at the Military Academy. I had the privilege of being up there this fall as a guest of our member Dale Hansen [ph], and let me tell you, folks, that that dining room just knocks your socks off. It has four interconnected wings, like the four arms of a cross, and believe it or not, it seats the entire corps of cadets, over 4400 people strong, with officers, faculty, and other special guests, too, all at once! And they feed the folk in about half an hour. It is an absolutely amazing banquet hall, seemingly with no bounds as to how many people can fit in, and no limit to the abundance available at table. To my mind, the West Point dining hall gives us a glimpse of the limitless dimensions of the table God sets before us, a banquet like no other, where there is room and sustenance for all.

As the closing hymn for today, we’re gonna sing a Marty Haugen hymn that I introduced to you about a year ago in worship. It’s entitled “All Are Welcome,” like our FAPC slogan on our outside signboards read in front of the church, and as we come to table this morning, I invite you to reflect on the words from verse three of the hymn, which go as follows. “Let us build a house where love is found in water, wine and wheat: a banquet hall on holy ground where peace and justice meet. Here the love of God, through Jesus, is revealed in time and space; as we share in Christ the feast that frees us: All are welcome, all are welcome, all are welcome in this place.” Come join in the feast, my friends, and be part of a banquet like no other. Hallelujah. Amen. 

Yes, beloved, all are welcome in the church of Jesus Christ, and around this, his banquet table of love. Having just experienced a little slice of heaven, may we in turn go out this day into the world to share the bread of life and the cup of salvation with all whom God brings our way. And the blessings of heaven, the blessing of earth, the blessings of sea and sky be on you and on every human family, in the name of the God who creates life, in the name of the savior who loves life, in the name of the spirit who is the fire of life, amen.

