
WIDEN THE WELCOME
Hebrews 13:1-8, 15-16 David B. Keller
Luke 14:1, 7-14 September 1, 2019
TEXT: Luke 14:13 “But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the
blind.” 
Hebrews 13:2 “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have
entertained angels without knowing it.” 
PURPOSE: To urge us to embrace the radical hospitality Jesus taught and modeled, confident that
God uses our welcome to depict God’s inclusive kingdom. 
______________________________________________________________________________

The church I served in the 1990's was located in one of the fastest growing
communities in the country.  It was a new church start, six years old when we arrived,
occupying a building so new the congregation had yet to make its first mortgage payment. 
When we got there, cows were our neighbors in the open pasture behind the building, and
the secretary’s phone had a note with a phone number and a note reading “in case of
cows,” because they would occasionally break through the fence.  Over the course of two
years, 1400 housing units were built on that pasture and in open space across the road. 
Needless to say, we had plenty of discussions about church growth.  I distinctly recall one
person, a founding member, suggesting that, with regard to recruiting new members, we
should be looking for “quality, not quantity.”  In her defense, I think she meant we wanted
people who would come and stay and get involved, not people who might pop in but not
make a commitment to the congregation.  Even so, her words revealed a pervasive attitude
in that church that imagined the ‘right people’ to at least mean folks who already
understood church and had the means to help us pay our mortgage.  

The unspoken idea was that we wanted people who were a lot like us to be attracted
to our church.  It was in during my ministry there that I coined the sarcastic phrase,
“People who think the church doesn’t believe in human cloning haven’t seen our
evangelism strategy.”  Does it surprise you that, while churches with ambitious outreach
strategies which were still meeting in school cafeterias grew exponentially during those
years, our attendance and membership numbers remained relatively stable?  

Apparently we overlooked the teaching we heard from Jesus today on whom we
should be inviting to our banquets.  “When you give a luncheon or a dinner,” he said,  “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, because they
cannot repay you, for you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.”  (Luke
14:12-14)  

Jesus, of course, was talking specifically about who gets to be invited to a dinner
table, but it’s no stretch at all to apply his teaching to who gets invited to church, which,
after all, has his table at the center of its life.  At the root, he was talking about the
kingdom of God, which he always pictured as a place of welcome for those who were
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unwelcome in the society of his day.  The fundamental mission of the Church of Jesus
Christ is to embody the values of the kingdom of God.  And the kingdom of God has no
interest whatsoever in either quality or quantity.  The kingdom of God is interested in
justice, and mercy, and abundance, and transformation.  What Jesus had to say about
inviting people to meals back in his day speaks a powerful message for his churches in our
day.  I see two words to the church coming out of his teaching: first, that people are
invited, and second, who is invited.  

First, the invitation.  We do a fair amount of organizational inviting here.  We post
events on a roadside sign.  We post fliers announcing upcoming events.  We have an
electronic newsletter and a Facebook page.  All good.  But this kind of inviting isn’t
inviting people into a community of faith.  It doesn’t invite people into a place which
honors their hopes and their hurts.  It doesn’t invite people to a way of being in the world
in which holy hope overcomes cynicism, in which love overcomes fear, and inclusive
community overcomes tribalism.  It doesn’t invite people into a transformational
relationship with Jesus.  What this church, and churches like us need to realize, is that
these qualities are what we really have to offer to others, and that these spiritual goods,
more than our food or our fleas, are what people really want.  

It’s hard enough for lots of us to invite our friends and neighbors to our events.  It’s
more difficult, but honestly, much more important, for us to invite people to experience
the blessings of life together in Christ.  But at what table would we rather see people – at
the communion table or at the fundraising dinner table?  I have no doubt that many of our
neighbors meet us, and see the vibrant, loving community we are, by coming to our
events.  But how many times, at those events, do we invite the folks who are here for a
meal to come back for the bread of heaven?  What we know from experience is that if we
don’t issue an invitation, the probability that someone will come is slight.  What remains
to be tested is what would happen if we learned the faith-art of inviting, and then practiced
it in conversations with friends and neighbors.  

Next, Jesus speaks a word to us concerning who should be invited.  He wanted
hosts to invite people who were poor, physically disabled, and blind.  How does that
inform who we should be inviting?  The categories of persons he spoke about included
people who were ‘on the outs’ in his day, people who were excluded from life in
community.  In a ‘tit for tat’ culture, they didn’t have anything to offer, so they didn’t get
invited.  They were not ‘quality’ people.  If we engaged in more intentional inviting, we
would be most likely to invite people we know.  Even if we wanted to, we wouldn’t know
how to connect with people who are ‘on the outs’ in our day.  Or maybe not.  Maybe we
know people who experience themselves as ‘on the outs,’ but we don’t see them that way
because we don’t know their stories.  
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Our society is full of people who have experienced serious trauma in their past. 
They don’t wear that fact on their sleeves, but those old wounds condition the way they
interact with other people.  We don’t need to know what awful thing happened to them to
be sensitive to that possibility, and to work on being a truly safe community.  

What about people living with some sort of addiction?  Just because they look what
we’d call ‘normal’ doesn’t mean they aren’t suffering.  Do such folk need what God has
blessed us with in church–  belonging, acceptance, hope?  Do they need these blessings
whether or not they are in recovery? You bet they do.  

How about people living with some kind of mental illness?  More often than not,
these folks present as odd, or difficult.  Very often, their lives are small and isolated.  And
yet, they need what we have: mercy, understanding, connection.  

How about families whose children have behavioral problems?  These families
have learned where they aren’t welcome.  They’ve seen the judging glances when their
children are acting up, and they choose not to go where such attitudes are likely to exist. 
And yet, those families and those children especially 
need to be in communities of people who are patient and caring, who set appropriate
behavioral expectations but recognize the extra effort it takes to make sure that every child
feels welcome and valued.  

How about people who are poor?  They might come to our food pantry, but be
afraid to show up on a Sunday morning.  How do we let them know that the good news is
especially good for people who are poor?  

How about people who are gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender?  Too many of
them believe that God has condemned them.  Too many of them have been scorned and
shunned by church folk.  How do we let them know of God’s extravagant love, and how
do we extend a welcome that communicates safety and acceptance?  

In the days of the early church, the most important virtue was hospitality and the
most important characteristic of the church was its inclusiveness.  “Do not neglect to show
hospitality to strangers,” urges the author of the Letter to the Hebrews, “for by doing that
some have entertained angels without knowing it.” (Hebrews 13:2) And hear this radical
description of Christian community, from Paul: “there is no longer Jew or Greek, there is
no longer slave or free, there is no longer male or female, for all of you are one in Christ
Jesus.”  (Galatians 3:28)  That is not an isolated teaching.  From the stories of people
being disturbed by Jesus’ inclusiveness to the stories of the church in conflict over who
belonged and what qualified for belonging, the question of inclusiveness is addressed in



almost every New Testament book.  So of course it will not be an easy issue for us to
settle in our time.  The important thing is that we recognize it as an issue which requires
our attention, and that we understand that for a church to be Christ’s Church, it must work
on widening its welcome and intentional in inviting people to share the grace and hope
which God has showered on us through Jesus Christ.  

Today, as on the first Sunday of every month, we celebrated the sacrament of Holy
Communion.  Take a look at the note in our bulletin which introduces the communion
portion of the service.  It reads: “This church practices open communion.  All who desire
to share the life of Christ are welcome to receive the elements.”  That’s about as inclusive
of a table as a church can have.  You don’t need to be a member.  You don’t need to be
baptized.  You don’t need to state your agreement with any particular doctrine, even a
particular idea about what actually is going on in this sacrament.  You just want to share
the life of Christ, and that can mean whatever it means to you.  And then: “The cups hold
grape juice; gluten free option is on the napkin.”  The elements themselves are inclusive,
of children and of anyone who abstains from alcohol, and of anyone who doesn’t tolerate
gluten.   This is not just us being nice and considerate.  There is a theology behind our
practice, a theology which insists that Jesus is the host at this table, and that the table
belongs to him, not to us.  We are simply communicating his wide welcome.  There is
another theology in play here as well.  It has been said that when Christ’s people are
receiving from his table, we are most like what he made us to be.  We are acknowledging
our hunger for spiritual food.  We are recognizing him in the broken bread, in the lifted
cup, and perhaps most importantly, in each other.  We accepting his hospitality, and we
are participating in his extravagant inclusiveness.   We are grateful that he welcomes us to
his table, just as we are, and we are grateful that he turns away no one who wants to share
his life.  

That is who we are.  The task and blessing of faith is to become who we are, to
share the Christ-life so generously poured out for us and for the world.  So we go from the
table, nourished with exactly what we need to be the church that is his life and his way, to
invite others to share his life, and to rejoice in the amazing community which he is
gathering.


