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August 28, 2016, 15
th

 Sunday after Pentecost 

Click here to view readings. 

Focus: Jesus invites everyone to the table.   

This past week, Nikki and I got some disappointing news.  We had been planning to take part in 

a Lutheran mission trip to Honduras in March.  We took the necessary steps.  I talked to council, 

she talked to her internship supervisors.  We even went down to the post office and got Nikki her 

passport.  And then we sent in our applications.  For the first time since we applied, the team met 

this Monday night.  I think Nikki and I had different expectations.  I had been on the trip before 

in 2008, I was now an ordained pastor to help lead worship down there, and I had Spanish skills.  

I was pretty sure that we would be accepted to the team, fine.  Nikki on the other hand was 

worried because she didn’t seem to think she had anything to offer the team.  In fact, until I gave 

her some encouragement, she was going to leave the space on her application asking about skills 

and gifts blank. 

Well, we got the e-mail Tuesday morning.  And right away, Nikki could tell something was 

wrong as she read it.  “We are thankful for your application, but after much prayer and 

discussion….”  Never a good sign.  Her heart sank.  And then she saw the reason and that it was 

addressed to both of us.  The trip is canceled due to uncertainty caused by the Zika virus, and 

instead they will be inviting Hondurans up to Michigan.  Presumably they no longer need Nikki 

and me to help.   

It took me a few days to respond to the e-mail because I was so disappointed.  I’ve spoken a few 

times about what the trip in 2008 meant to my sense of vocation.   

When I first went down on the trip, I felt a bit like Nikki this year.  Compared to people who 

actually were there to teach or provide medical support, I wasn’t sure what I could do.  But 

throughout the trip, I realized that my gifts were making a difference.  Even though I was the 

youngest and least experienced one in the group, I discovered that just by being there and 

showing the team and the Honduran Lutherans that we cared about each other, I did have 

something to offer.  I think had Nikki and I been able to go, she would have felt that way about 

herself, too.     

This week in our Gospel from Luke, Jesus talks about whom to invite when you throw a big 

dinner party.  Now as someone who’s still learning how to cook and with a dinner table that fits 

4 if everyone squeezes really close together, I don’t throw a lot of dinner parties.  I think the 

closest I can think of was making the invitation list to the wedding.  As with many people, that 

was a stressful experience for Nikki and me dealing with our parents’ expectations of whom to 

invite, our friends’ expectations of whom to invite—including friends who simply invited 

themselves, and of course the heart-sinking feeling of leaving someone out.  I am sure you will 

hear more about this in a future sermon illustration.  

http://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=277#psalm_addl_reading


James E. Smith 
 

2 
 

Now fortunately, like any good reality TV show, Jesus has advice for the invitation list that could 

apply to any banquet and even the storybook wedding reception.  “When you give a luncheon or 

a dinner, do not invite your friends or your brothers or your relatives or your rich neighbors, but 

the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind.”   

…To make a long story short, we didn’t follow our Lord and Savior’s banquet-planning advice.  

We didn’t really make a point to invite “rich neighbors” namely because we don’t have any, but 

almost everyone was a friend or relative, and of course my brother was the best man.   

What’s Jesus going on about?  I think in this case it helps to understand society at his time.  The 

key part of the verse is actually, “do not invite [the usual people you’d invite] in case they might 

invite you in return, and you would be repaid.”  You see, back then, everything had a price.  You 

invited rich neighbors because then they’d invite you back and you’d get to eat all their 

sumptuous foods, drink all their aged wines, and get to enjoy all their stuff.  You’d invite the 

famous and powerful because then, hey, your neighbors see you palling around this guy when he 

invites you back, and suddenly they think you must be famous and powerful and pretty cool 

yourself.  I scratch your back, you scratch mine.  Now, the only people these rules did not apply 

to were family.  When you’re family, you get invitations and you get to share in the hospitality 

whether you can pay back or not.   

Aside from family then, it’s obvious why you don’t invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and 

the blind.  Not only are they not in society’s A-List, but they don’t have the money or resources 

to ever throw a party and invite you back.  Don’t waste your generosity on these people who 

have nothing to offer you.  We like to think we’ve come a long way since then, but who do we 

want to come to our invitation list at church?  I don’t think we talk about  

“the rich neighbors,” but how often at churches do we hear that we need “the young families” to 

come back?  Do we ever hear anyone saying, “let’s get out there and invite the poor, the 

crippled, the lame, and the blind—or the divorced or the single mothers or the addicts?”      

Except that’s exactly what Jesus says to do.  He calls the Pharisees, he calls his disciples, and he 

calls all of us to invite everyone to the party—especially those whom we wouldn’t think to 

invite.  Jesus calls us to invite those whom we might not think have much to offer—or maybe 

who, after years of being treated that way—even believe themselves that they don’t have much 

to offer—he calls us to invite them to our banquet every Sunday and during days of the week, 

too. 

The team to Honduras in 2008 left Michigan during probably the best time of year.  It was 

March.  80+ degrees in tropical Honduras, and in Michigan: you guessed it: 6 inches of snow 

that the airport crew had to clear off the runway before we left.  March is a brutal month in 

Michigan, except there’s always one thing that I’ve liked: it’s my birthday month.   

And this year was a special one.  I was due to turn 18 on the trip.  I was excited to vote and even 

made sure to register for Selective Service on time!  I thought that part of what I had to offer the 
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team was that I was sacrificing celebrating a birthday to serve those in need.  I never really 

planned that they had anything to offer me.   

I was so wrong.  That night, the Honduran Lutherans, only 1 of whom I had known at all 

previously, took me out to a steak dinner seated outside in 70+degree evening weather and a 

homemade birthday cake.  It was easily the best birthday I had ever had to that point.  They 

didn’t do it because I was helping them or because I had something to return.  They just did it 

because that’s what it looks like to invite someone to your table.  I will never forget that night.   

What happened that night was what Jesus talked about with the banquet.  Family.  In Jesus’s 

time, they were the only people invited without expecting something in return.  When he calls on 

us to invite everyone, even the people we might not think have anything to offer us, he is 

creating a new family: a family that isn’t based on expectation of what you might receive down 

the road, but is simply based on the fact that everyone has a place at his table, and often the 

people we might think don’t have anything to offer: poor Christians in other parts of the world 

we think we’re helping, or even 18-year-olds with limited Spanish skills or here in our midst: 

guests coming to our food pantry on a monthly basis, guests using our shelter-house, maybe they 

actually do have something to offer: something that Jesus sees much better than we do.   

We might not throw dinners for the rich and powerful here, we know something about being a 

family.  We know something about being a family because Jesus Christ created that family for 

us.   

Some of us are great saints, but if you’re like me, maybe you feel like Nikki filling out that 

application asking what you have to offer the team.  I can tell you every week that we come for 

confession and forgiveness, I am reminded of every way that I have failed in just the last 7 days 

to be someone who deserves an invitation to Jesus’s banquet—every way that I have thought 

about my own reputation first ahead of loving my neighbors—every time I’ve done something 

for my own gain—or every time my words have been used to exclude rather than in the service 

of brotherly love.   

But the Good News is Jesus invites us anyway.  He invites us not because we’ve earned our seat: 

not because we’ve paid the tithe per plate fee, but because he wants us there.  He wants us to be 

his family.   

He signed the invitations in his blood when he died to create this family on the cross.  We cannot 

repay him for that.  But God did.  God raised him in the resurrection of the righteous one, the 

first to be raised.  And not as outcasts, but as honored relatives: brothers and sisters, he invites us 

to join him at his Father’s house for the eternal banquet.  Amen.   


