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A man planned a large banquet and sent out invitations. When the banquet was ready, he sent his 
servant to contact each of the invited guests, telling them that all was ready, and the meal was 
about to start. One after another, the guests made excuses for not coming. One had just bought a 
piece of land and said he had to go see it. Another had purchased some oxen and said he was on 
the way to load them up and try them out. Another gave the excuse that he was newly married 
and therefore could not come. 

When the master of the house heard these flimsy excuses, he was angry. He told his servant to 
forget the guest list and go into the back streets and alleyways of the town and invite “the poor, 
the crippled, the blind and the lame.” The servant had already brought in the down-and-out 
townspeople, and still there was room in the banquet hall. So the master sent his servant on a 
broader search: “Go out to the roads and country lanes and make them come in, so that my house 
will be full.”  

This story or parable is from the Gospel of Luke Chapter 14.  The detail that the invitation is 
opened up to society’s maimed and downtrodden is important. These were the types of people 
that the Pharisees considered “unclean” and under God’s curse. The master is not satisfied with a 
partially full banquet hall; he wants every place at the table to be filled.  

I can relate to this parable.  I’ve told you that growing up my table was always full with family, 
friends, people I didn’t know, people that didn’t look like us, people that had less than us, people 
with different abilities, youth kicked out of their homes, and people who just showed up.  My 
parents were always welcoming and I know my mother was sometimes a tiny bit overwhelmed.  
She expressed this by saying, “My Lord, I hope we have enough ice.”  This meant she hoped we 
had enough for everyone. This is likely why I am a Unitarian Universalist. Our Unitarian 
Universalist faith calls us to be in covenant and to be inclusive. 

Sharing the table, is fundamental to our culture. It is also deeply embedded in most religious 
traditions – whether the Buddhist Tea Ceremony or the Christian Communion or the Jewish 
Passover Meal or the Muslim breaking of the Ramadan fast. Sharing the meal is an essential part 
of who we are and how we express our affection for each other. Those who are welcome to join 
us at the table are typically those we know and love – or are those to whom we related … not 
necessarily the same folks. We easily welcome those who are like us; those who share our 
values, our educational and economic class, our ways of seeing the world, our philosophical, 
spiritual and religious orientations. It is easy to break bread with those with whom we are already 
comfortable. And that is typically how we fill our tables. 



We set our tables with intention, hopefully of generosity, a sharing of what we must give – 
however great or small. Whatever our resources, when we open our doors, our lives, or our 
hearts to others we must do so in the spirit of the abundance that is within us, of giving because 
we can, because our own cups are filled and running over and so we have it to share, unmeasured 
by the return. 

There are times, of course, when we may not feel abundant, when we may feel depleted, or 
weary. Then our sharing may be small, but it can still be, until the time when we are carrying less 
ourselves. We and others might step outside of the circle, outside of our covenant, the way we 
agree to live with one another.  As Unitarian Universalists we have one choice. We must do what 
we can to bring ourselves back into the circle and work hard to make room, to forgive, to heal, 
and allow others to return to the circle, thus returning to covenant once again.  In this house you 
are never cast out.  In this house you are always welcome to the banquet.  In this house you 
might fail, disturb, or become weary, but you are always invited back, always invited in. You 
will always receive an invitation to the banquet. 

Most of you know where I am going with this – I’m going to the places that are not so easy; the 
places where we encounter people very different from ourselves; the places that scare us; the 
places we have thus far refused to go because we do not feel comfortable and safe. We resist 
sitting at the table with people who are strange to us. 

What would it be like to expand the welcome you offer for your table? And I mean this both 
literally and symbolically; both personally and communally. What would it take to welcome 
people so unlike us that we have nothing in common and little to say to each other – except that 
we are all human beings created in the image and likeness of the divine and except that, really, 
the only thing we need to say to each other is, “I love you.”? 

Now more than ever it is important that we expand our Welcome Table. There are powerful 
forces and people in our nation who are trying to figure out how to keep a great many people 
from being included at the table; the table they think they now control. People are afraid for their 
safety and many are afraid for their lives. These are not idle or inconsequential fears.  I think we 
can expect that the Welcome Table of the United States of America is not going to be expanding 
again any time soon. It is, rather, undergoing great pressure to contract. There are those of us 
who have spent the last many decades trying to include more and more people, to welcome more 
and more people – people who have been marginalized or intentionally excluded from the bounty 
of our nation’s table. Now we are faced with an eruption of negative energy trying to tear apart 
that fabric of inclusion that so many have worked for so long to weave together in bright and 
intricately beautiful patterns. We cannot, we must not, let this happen. We cannot let this happen 
in our nation.  We cannot let this happen in our congregation. 

We are called to practice hospitality. In these most difficult and challenging times, we are being 
called to practice radical hospitality. Radical hospitality acknowledges the difficulty and the 
absolute necessity of changing the way we – individually and collectively – welcome people to 
the table of life. As Father Daniel Horman has written, “Hospitality has an inescapable moral 
dimension to it…it is an issue involving what it means to be human. All of our talk about 



hospitable openness doesn’t mean anything as long as some people continue to be tossed 
aside…” He  goes on to say that radical hospitality is a moral issue. We are talking about human 
beings – people.. Hospitality understood this way is at once spiritual imperative and a spiritual 
practice. It is both the answer to bigotry, injustice, insensitivity to one another, and the path to a 
deeper spirituality. I agree with them. You probably do too. The question now is, What do we 
do? Can we walk our talk and live into the changes that would come as a result of overwhelming 
achievement of radical hospitality? 

I have been giving some thought to just how welcoming I really am and whether or not I am 
prepared to expand the diversity of my own Welcome Table. This is only partially a rhetorical 
consideration. In my mind I think that I would welcome to my table all people. I like to think that 
I would welcome both rich and poor and everyone in the middle (if there are any middle class 
people left in America). I would like to welcome back people that have offended me and return 
to covenant. In my mind I welcome the Muslim and the Buddhist and the Mormon and the Pagan 
and the Christian and the agnostic and the atheist and the spiritual-but-not-religious. In my mind 
I welcome the heterosexual and the bisexual and homosexual and the non-sexual. I want to make 
room for all the folks who slide across the gender continuum with ease and deliberate non-
conformance. The transgender person will be as welcome at my table as anyone else. All this I 
want to be true because I believe in affirming and promoting the inherent dignity and worth of 
every person and I try hard to live every day with that belief in mind and deed. And yet, if I am 
really honest, I’m not sure I can manage it on a consistent basis. I will sometimes fail, fall out of 
covenant, and need your compassion to draw me back in. 

A commitment to Radical Hospitality demands that I do better. Radical hospitality is described 
as a spiritual practice. It’s not easy, but our faith demands it. We are called to be radically 
inclusive. The world is about exclusion. Our faith is about inclusion. We now see that there are 
many who will, if they can, move us toward excluding all kinds of people. There are those who 
are actively seeking to reverse human and civil rights for people simply based on race or 
immigration status or religion or gender or gender identity or sexual orientation or physical or 
emotional disability. There are people in real danger in our country right now – more danger than 
they were in a month ago. This is important. We cannot continue to be intellectually inclusive; 
we must become demonstrably and consistently inclusive. And we must demand the same of our 
lawmakers and leaders. 

Imagine what it would be like to have a standing invitation to the banquet, dine in the company 
of all of humanity in all our wonder and colors and shapes and beliefs and fashions and practices. 
Imagine the vast array of foods from every corner of our world. Imagine all  people together to 
break bread. Imagine.  Then, may we be inspired to work toward that day. None of us can do this 
hard work alone. May we know always that we are not alone in this work. We have strong and 
committed companions at every step of the way. We are strong and committed companions. We 
are the face and hands of Love. May we not disappoint. 

May it be so. 


