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Based on Luke 14:12-24 

It is interesting that today is both thanksgiving Sunday and world communion Sunday.  It 

is interesting that the scripture for today is about a banquet.  Communion is a meal and 

thanksgiving is a party so today's gospel satisfies on both accounts.  It all seems so straight-

forward – perhaps I should just stop talking now and let us go home to prepare for our own 

banquets.  And yet  - I don't want to spoil anyone's appetite for turkey, but I need to say - it 

depends on how we read the story. 

One way to read the story is to ignore a couple of the verses that we don't particularly like 

anyway, and to imagine that the story is about a dinner party.  And the crisis within the story is 

that none of the invited guests are willing to come.  So, the host invites people off the streets.  

The host clearly knew who they wanted to attend the dinner, however the host places more value 

on his table being full of guests than the host does on deciding exactly who will come. 

With this understanding of the banquet story, you can expect a fairly predictable sermon 

about being open to receiving all and sundry at your thanksgiving feast this weekend - with 

perhaps a call to consider inviting people with nowhere else to go to join you.  And that is a 

powerful message.  Well, there is nothing wrong with that message - and I do encourage all of us 

to invite people with nowhere else to go to join our Thanksgiving dinners. 

But - and you knew that there was a "but" coming - what about those verses that we 

ignored in order to focus on the dinner party aspects of the story? Well, what's missing anyway?

First of all, the banquet story comes right after a question to Jesus about the kingdom of 

God, and Jesus is talking about a banquet in the kingdom - a messianic banquet.  He is not 

talking about a dinner party.

What else are we ignoring?  We also like to ignore the ending where some people are 

specifically excluded from the banquet - namely those who were first invited, but declined to 

come.  And if that's not bad enough, in Matthew's version of this banquet story, one of the people 

who come in from the streets to eat is singled out and thrown out of the banquet because he was 
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not dressed appropriately – and the host says to his servants “bind him hand and foot and throw 

him outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”

The banquet story is about inclusion, but it is also about exclusion.  What is that all 

about?  This story is not really about inviting homeless people to dinner parties.

We need to remember that Matthew and Luke were written not long after the Romans 

destroyed that temple in the year 70 CE.  In classical Jewish theology, bad things happen when 

the people are not faithful to God.  The author of Luke may well have thought that the 

destruction of the temple was because of such unfaithfulness.  And what was that unfaithfulness?   

According to the gospel writers, that unfaithfulness was not accepting Jesus.

But we need to remember this story describes the situation before there were people 

called “Christian”.  The story gives a graphic description of the tension - perhaps even hatred - 

between different Jewish sects - in particular between a Jewish sect that saw Jesus as messiah 

and another sect that did not.  This story is about a denominational divide. I’d like to say that 

today - 2000 years later - we have of course dealt with the issue of denominational divides.  I’d 

like to say that that’s all behind us.  But of course, I can’t.  Division between Christian 

denominations is alive and well.  I’m reminded of the old story about the man on the bridge.  

One version is this: 

I was walking across a bridge one day, and I saw a man standing on the edge, about to 

jump off.  I immediately ran over and said, Stop! Don't do it!  He said, Why shouldn't I?  I said, 

Well, there's so much to live for!  He said, Like what?  I said, Well ... are you religious?  He said, 

yes, I’m Christian?  I said, Me too! Are you Catholic or Protestant or Orthodox? - Protestant.  Me 

too! What denomination? Baptist.  I said, wow! Me too! Are you Baptist Church of God or 

Baptist Church of the Lord? - Baptist Church of God.  Me too! Are you Original Baptist Church 

of God, or are you Reformed Baptist Church of God -  Reformed Baptist Church of God.  Me 

too! Are you Reformed Baptist Church of God, reformation of 1879, or Reformed Baptist 

Church of God, reformation of 1915?

The man said, “Reformed Baptist Church of God, reformation of 1915!” So I said, “Die, 

heretic”, and I pushed him off the bridge.

I’m not picking on Baptists here.  There are hundreds of versions of that joke.  And I’m 

sure that between us, we know hundreds of true stories of friction or perhaps even hatred 

between denominations - between Christian denominations.  And - just like in the “joke” - 
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sometimes the people we are most similar to are the ones with which we cannot tolerate our 

differences. 

So - today is World Communion Sunday.  And it’s great that we will join in that 

celebration just a bit later in our service.  It’s good that Christians can unite in celebrating World 

Communion, and it’s a sign of hope.  The broadest and most inclusive Christian body is the 

“World Council of Churches”, which has 349 member churches and denominations, representing 

110 different countries and territories around the world.  The United Church of Canada is of 

course one of the member churches.  The Roman Catholic Church, which is the largest church in 

the world - is not a member, but it does work closely with the council, which includes most of 

the world’s largest Orthodox and Protestant bodies. 

349 member churches sounds like a lot.  But the last time I checked, there were over 

38,000 recognizable Christian denominations around the world.  38.000.  I’m not sure I can even 

wrap my mind around that - I think that Baskin Robbins has too many flavours of ice cream!  

38,000. 

It all started out so simply - Jesus told some people to follow him.  It was all so simple - 

what happened?  What happened is that denominationalism has been a part of the Christian 

experience since the earliest days of Christianity.  Christians have always put value on their own 

particular ways of worshiping and their own ways of imagining faith.  And that’s not all bad. 

One of the big drivers for unity within the World Council of Churches is to help 

denominations worship together, and in particular, to participate in communion together - which 

is why I believe that World Communion Sunday is important.  And celebrating communion 

together does not come easily for a mixed group of Protestant, Roman Catholic, and Eastern 

Orthodox believers.  Different historical teachings have led to disunity in the church, particularly 

around practices of holy communion.  For example, In the United Church, we have an “open 

table” at communion, meaning that all people may participate.  Many other churches have more 

restrictive rules; the Roman Catholic Mass is generally not open to non Roman Catholics.  And 

both positions can be defended theologically. 

So World Communion Sunday is a very real attempt to help different Christian bodies 

celebrate together while still allowing people to honour their own diverse traditions.  Having 

communion here today is in part a symbol that although we want to keep our own traditions, we 

are willing to look beyond those traditions to recognize others too.  It is in part a symbol that the 
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walls between different Christians groups exist, and they are sometimes even important.  But 

more importantly, those walls do not need to be insurmountable barriers. 

Critics of religion are quick to tell us that religion is all about barriers anyway.  All about 

separating people into “us” and “them” - just like in the banquet story.  And certainly religion is 

at least in part about understanding who we are - and historically that has often meant saying 

who we’re not.  We’re not those guys over there.  We’re not them.  Historically, “who we are” 

has often been defined in terms of barriers.  In tribal days, that was natural.  That was 

unavoidable.  That was how social groups survived. 

Even today of course - identity is important.  It is good to have a sense of who we are.  

We just have to be careful that those barriers do not prevent us from getting to know others.  

Barriers are defining - but  barriers do not have to be closed.  We decide that.  And besides, we 

can choose to define our own identity based on who we include, instead of who we exclude. 

Brian McLaren puts it this way, “What is religion for?  Is it for creating an in-group that 

feels superior?  Or is it for tuning us into neighbors who want to appreciate, love, and serve one 

another”?  The search for identity has always been a balance between looking inward and 

looking outward.  I believe that given current changes in our society, increasingly we need to 

look more outward than we have historically.

And I see many indications that this congregation is open in the way that McLaren 

suggests, that we are open to creating new relationships, that we are open to turning outsiders 

into neighbours and neighbours into friends.  Really, we have a lot to be thankful for as a 

community on this Thanksgiving Sunday.

Barriers are like walls.  But walls can also be looked over.  We can choose to see beyond 

our walls.  It just depends on our vision. 

Amen.
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