
© Daniel D. Meyer / © Christ Church of Oak Brook /01-13-02 1

THE TABLE AT GROUND-ZERO 
Secrets To The Significant Life (Part 1) 

Text: Luke 22:24-30 
 
 
Nino’s was just an ordinary, family-style restaurant on Canal Street in Lower Manhattan.  
Nothing special, just a place where people from the neighborhood gathered.  It had a 
friendly bar and plain wooden tables.  You could get a pretty tasty eggplant parmigiana 
and a middling bottle of chianti there for a decent price.  But if you were looking for 
someplace to say you’d “been,” you’d probably walk right past Nino’s on your way to 
one of the trendy bistro’s in nearby Tribeca.  On a good night last year, Nino’s might 
have seated 100 people.    
 
It isn’t that way anymore.  You see on September 12, Nino’s restaurant near Ground 
Zero closed its doors to the general public.  And then it opened them again to a whole 
new clientele.  As a friend who’s been there puts it: “Now [Nino’s] serves 7000 meals a 
day on average, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, and its customers don’t pay a dime.  
They are New York’s finest: police officers, firefighters, members of the Port Authority, 
FBI and CIA agents, construction engineers… and Red Cross workers… all laboring, as 
is said in New York, ‘on the front lines.’”1 
 
If you went there in the early days of last Fall you might see a police officer unable to 
keep her eyes open a moment longer, fast asleep over her food.  You might run into a 
6’5” fireman on his way in, with only the tracks of tears revealing the true color of skin 
beneath a soot-smeared face.  Maybe you’d hear the accents of a church group from 
South Carolina, come for two weeks to wash the walls of strangers’ apartments.  You’d 
see trucks arriving from who knows where to re-supply the tables there – food and drink 
paid for by someone else, freely given, for those who need it most.  
 
It’s sort of strange the thing that happens there at Nino’s – a  strange sort of bond 
between the thousands who come to eat and the hundred that volunteer to wait on 
tables each day, and the unseen ones who died giving their lives, serving in other ways.  
It’s sort of hard to tell who is the most impressive, the most important, the greatest one 
there.  Is it the Mayor sitting at the table, or the young widow from Queens who pours 
the coffee?  Is it the Ivy-Leaguer who slices potatoes in Nino’s kitchen, or the 
construction worker sipping soup, who dropped out in 10th grade?    
 
If truth be told, we spend a fair amount of energy in this life trying to figure out what the 
place of prestige is and how to get there.  We spend our lives scrapping for the best 
seat or resenting, perhaps, that others have taken it.  We strangely admire those who’ve 
climbed to high places and overlook the common people who wait upon us.  We 
sometimes think ourselves great when we have so much and give just a little away.  In 
this way, I suppose, we’re something like the people who gathered in another great city 
in a time long ago. 
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The Book of Luke says that “a dispute arose among them as to which of them was 
considered to be greatest.”  It was then that  Jesus spoke out, to remind them that 
they were called to be leaders of a very different kind. "The kings of the Gentiles lord 
it over [others]; and those who exercise authority over [others] call themselves 
Benefactors.  But you are not to be like that.  Instead, the greatest among you 
should be like the youngest, and the one who rules like the one who serves. For 
who is greater, the one who is at the table or the one who serves?”  In worldly 
terms, “Is it not the one who is at the table?   But” as a sign of the Kingdom’s 
character, “I am among you as one who serves.”  
 
Now and then we catch a glimpse of the truth of what Jesus is saying.  A Light breaks 
through the smoky air of this troubled world and we see the Kingdom’s glory.  We 
realize that our richest potential lies not in chasing after success but in finding 
significance.  We see that those who truly stand the tallest are actually those who dare 
to stoop the lowest.  We grasp that greatness is not about being stars; it is about being 
servants – not just in the moment of crisis or when the cameras are rolling – but every 
day, in the family, on the job, out in the community, wherever we are, serving people 
with all that we are. 
 
Having a picture of this life helps us keep our focus.  That’s why I love that image of 
Nino’s -- but only because it points to an even more dazzling Table.  You see, this is the 
Servant’s restaurant and it never closes.  Here we forever honor the One who, when the 
whole world was in danger of fire and collapse, climbed the steps of Calvary to win our 
salvation.  Here we find the nourishment and rest we need when our resources are 
exhausted from serving.  Here we discover a power beyond ourselves that equips us to 
go out and rejoin the rescue and rebuilding work that still needs doing in our world. Here 
we see servanthood modeled by others, and remember that it is for this heroic brand of 
leadership that we were created ourselves.  Here we join the eternal fellowship to which 
servants will one day stream from East and West and North and South to feast and 
celebrate that the work is over and the Kingdom come. 
 
Are you such a servant?  Will you allow Christ to make you more of one?  Then come.  
The Host is here.  The family is gathering.  The servants are setting out the food.  Come 
take your place, as we’re joined now in prayer…  
 
Lord, our God, we bow before the wonder of who you are and what you have done.  
That You who are the name above all names, the King of Kings, the One upon whom 
the world should rightly wait, chose out of love to come among us as one who serves -- 
O God, this is so contrary to the way we think and live so much of the time.  In moments 
of sanity, though, we realize that this way of yours is so beautiful, so significant, so very 
great – and we are meant to be like that.  As we come to Your table, fill us with your 
grace.  In every way, make us more like Jesus, in whose name we pray.  Amen. 
  
                                                           
1 Thanks to Gail Benchener, an Elder of First Presbyterian Church, Burlingame CA, for the details that form this 
story. 


