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Not Just Welcomed But Wanted 

 Have you ever had one of those experiences where you were invited to a gathering, but 

once you got there you got the distinct sense that you weren’t really wanted there?   

 It was Thanksgiving 2015.  Lauren and I had been dating for about a month, but we 

already knew where the relationship was heading – we sort of had to since she was a congregant, 

and dating involved talking to Session and Presbytery.  So Lauren got invited to Thanksgiving 

with my Dad and Francis.  Now here’s some important background: in 2015 my relationship 

with my stepmom was still pretty rocky.  I exercised some quality passive aggression towards 

her, and she reciprocated.  Another important piece of information: Francis is a top-notch hostess 

in the rather formal sense of the word.  So it was no surprise, really, that we noticed place-cards 

on the table when dinnertime rolled around, even though we were all family.  And it was no 

surprise, really, when we discovered that Lauren and I weren’t sitting together – in good dinner-

party form, almost all of the couples were split apart.  That wouldn’t have necessarily suggested 

that we weren’t really wanted; after all, that’s just the way that Francis does things.  But there 

was more.  Lauren found herself seated between my father – on his deaf-ear side – and Francis’ 

ex-husband’s new girlfriend (who, by the way, was definitely not really wanted).  I found myself 

seated next to Francis’ ex-husband (whom I quite like) and a friend of Francis’ whom I had 

never met before.  This was when we started to feel like we (and Jean and his girlfriend) were 

not particularly wanted guests at this dinner.  On top of that, my step-brother and his girlfriend, 

whom my dad and Francis particularly liked, were seated right next to each other.  We got the 

sense that while we might have been welcomed to Thanksgiving that year, my dad and Francis 

might not have really wanted us to be there.  We might be wrong; it might not be true, but that 

was how we felt. 

 I found myself thinking about this story on Monday after our morning prayer group did a 

meditative reading of the Luke 14 text.  It initially popped into my head because one of our 

number suggested – tongue in cheek – that Jesus wouldn’t have had to say the whole thing about 

taking the lowest place at the table if they’d just had place-cards.  Truly, Jesus would have had to 

find another way to say, “things are going to be turned upside down in God’s new world order.”   

But this story stayed with me all week. 

At first it was because the scripture seemed to have to do with table manners – with how 

to be a good guest (the beginning of the text) and how to be a good host (the end of the text).  
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And, of course, Thanksgiving with my dad and Francis always seems to elicit the very best of 

table manners.   

But then I started to dig into this passage more deeply.  There was a bit of annoyance at 

Jesus, honestly, for telling people to humble themselves because most of the people I know 

struggle far more with low self-esteem than arrogance.  His words would just seem to compound 

this problem.  But then I remembered: Jesus was talking to a very specific audience here.  This 

dinner was taking place at the house of one of the leaders of the Pharisees.  So those invited were 

people with a relatively large amount of power even though they were still a part of a subjugated 

nation.  And then I asked: who wouldn’t be at this table?  Well, certainly not the poor, the 

crippled, the lame, or the blind – as Jesus mentions later.  But also…not the women.  Because in 

this time period women would not have been invited to a meal like this one.  So Jesus is telling 

relatively powerful men – the religious leaders of his people in his time – not to think too highly 

of themselves, but to act with humility.  It’s not a blanket statement for all segments of society.  

Good to keep in mind! 

What started to attract my attention even more, however, was what Jesus said to the host 

of the party.  “When you have an event, don’t invite your brother or your relatives or your rich 

neighbors, since they might invite you in return and repay you.  Instead, invite the poor, the 

crippled, the lame, and the blind, who cannot repay you.”  Fascinating, right?  Christ is basically 

saying, “Welcome into your home those people whom you usually wouldn’t think twice about.  

Welcome the outcasts.”  I love it!  It’s a great message in and of itself: welcome all people!  That 

would preach, right?   

But there’s actually more to this – and that’s what made the story of Thanksgiving stick 

with me this week.  See, what Jesus highlights by saying “don’t invite those who can repay you,” 

is the transactional way that we often treat other people.  That is to say: when we think of people 

solely in terms of what they can do for us (like inviting someone to a party simply because they 

might invite you back), we’re thinking of them less as a person and more as a commodity, a 

service, a product in our economy.  We’re not valuing them because they are another human 

being, another beloved child of God, but because they are useful to us.  And as prevalent as that 

mentality might have been in Christ’s time – I’d wager it’s even more prevalent now.  In our 

current version of an unrestrained capitalist economy, people are often reduced to products or 

their production value.  Our value is tied to our ability to produce something that is desired 
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within the economy or our ability to purchase within the economy.  400 years ago this led to the 

first African slaves arriving on American shores – an event which has shaped all of American 

history and culture.  Throughout our history viewing people as commodities has also led to the 

marginalization of those who cannot produce because they are disabled or infirm and those who 

cannot purchase because they are poor.  People in all these groups are counted as “less than” 

others because we exist in a transactional economy, and humans are reduced to their production 

value. 

Consider, then, the truly radical nature of Christ’s words.  Jesus is telling the leader of the 

Pharisees to invite people to the table not because they have transactional value but because they 

are people.  If you take away the ability of your guest to repay your hospitality, then your 

motives in inviting them to the table shift.  You invite them because you want them there.  You 

invite them because you want to be in relationship – to get to know them.  You invite them 

because you want their company.  And what Jesus is really suggesting is that we cultivate a 

desire, a want, to get to know people regardless of their production value or their purchasing 

power.  What Jesus is really suggesting is that we cultivate a desire, a want, to get to know the 

people who most often go unseen or unvalued within our society.  What Jesus is really 

suggesting is a revolution of compassion – a revolution that explodes the usual social order, 

destructing value based on production and reconstructing value based on the simple fact of being 

human. 

One of the things that I really value about community organizing the way that I was 

taught it is the emphasis on meeting with people for the simple purpose of getting to know them 

with no ulterior motive – no ulterior desire for that person to do something or join your 

organization or give you something.  There is this profound thing that happens when someone – 

especially someone who has been deemed ‘worthless’ in some way – realizes that you’re having 

a conversation with them because you’re simply and genuinely interested in who they are and 

what matters to them.  I cannot tell you the number of times that I’ve had one of these 

conversations and the person has said to me, “but why did you want to meet with me?”  And 

when I’ve said, “Because I want to get to know you,” they’ve responded, “but why?  Why am I 

worth getting to know?”  I usually answer this by saying something like, “Because you’re a 

person,” or “because you’re a child of God,” or “why wouldn’t you be worth getting to know?”  
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Nine times out of ten the reaction that I get makes it clear that the person has never thought about 

themselves as valuable before – and they’re still not entirely sure that I’m serious. 

All of which led me back to the Thanksgiving story.  Because since that November it has 

felt entirely radical when my dad and Francis have made it clear that they want us around.  

Speaking for myself, it has dramatically affected the way that I view my value within my family 

system and subsequently in the larger world.   

In the church, at the communion table, we so often talk about welcome – yet we so rarely 

talk about wanting.  But the truth is, Jesus doesn’t just welcome us here – Jesus wants us here!  

Jesus wants us here not because we’re good or righteous or generous, but because we’re God’s 

creations.  Jesus genuinely and simply wants to be in our presence, to love us, to feed us.  And 

what Jesus asks of us is to strive, however imperfectly, not just to welcome our brothers and 

sisters but to truly want to be in their presence, to get to know them, to be in relationship with 

them.  Jesus asks us to show people that they are not just welcomed but wanted, not just invited 

but beloved, just like we are.  Jesus asks us to join in this revolution of compassion that we might 

deconstruct the destructive system of humans-as-commodity and reconstruct a world that is 

rooted in God’s love for all of creation. 

  


