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As this holiday season rolls around again, my heart is drawn back home to my grandparents’ 

table, even though that table is no longer the place where we gather. My grandfather passed away 

in 1998 and my grandmother is now in a nursing home, but there’s something about the holidays 

that always takes me home, at least in my mind. Do you have those places, too? 

 

Those of you who know me, know that my grandfather always insisted on a big spread at our 

family table. It was his gift to all who came to the family table to make sure that there was 

always plenty of food. It was an act of welcome that may have been influenced by his childhood 

when food was scarce for a family coming up in poverty in the foothills of the Smokey 

Mountains. 

 

In any case, there was always a generous welcome to other families around our table. Sometimes 

they were the families of children that my grandmother watched during the week. I even 

remember a family from the next town over that was not only invited for a Christmas Eve 

gathering, but there were gifts around the tree for them, as well, even when they weren’t 

expecting them. My grandfather always wanted people to feel at home and as a part of the 

family. No matter how small his dining room, there was always room to add an extra leaf to the 

table or to set up another card table for more kids. 

 

I think the best part of the family holiday meals were the host of characters that showed up 

because of the warm invitation that my grandparents always shared. Several of the men in our 

family were unionized employees at the same company. One or two of them were always in a 

position of leadership in the union. They made for interesting conversations when my 

grandfather’s college-educated banker friend showed up. When the women of our family were 

tired of the political spats and conversations, they would abruptly change the subject. When my 

great-grandmother came to town, my grandfather yielded his place at the head of the table to his 

mother-in-law, the matriarch, who brought prayer with her presence at the family table. 
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Like many families, we also had the disruptive uncle who knew it all and wanted to make sure 

everyone else knew it, as well. He yelled at the TV in the other room when the Lions were 

losing. Okay, he yelled at the Lions on TV every week. Then the noise of the kids would quickly 

drown out everyone else as we came into the house. It was not the perfect family by any means.  

There were times when some did not talk to others because of burning family feuds. But 

somehow, the holidays were always the time to come together, even if we sat on the opposite 

side of the family table in some of our brokenness and dysfunction. When my grandfather was 

alive, everyone came to the table. 

 

The year after he passed away, however, we were gathered for Thanksgiving as usual. The same 

variety of personalities were at the table. Yet, when the “know it all” uncle spoke up and got a 

little too loud with another member of the family, my grandfather, the very one who invited us 

together each year, wasn’t there anymore. That year, our family stopped gathering in the same 

way that we had always come together. The table got a lot smaller and the extra leaves were put 

away. The change in the family table was noticible for all of us. 

 

In some ways, this story from our scriptures makes me think of “home” and the wonder of our 

“family table.” Jesus was always one for expanding the table. He went from feeding twelve to 

feeding five thousand on the side of hill to being criticized for the company he kept, especially at 

the table. He was known to welcome sinners and tax collectors (as if they were worse than mere 

sinners) and to eat with them. 

 

Today, however, Jesus is choosing to eat in the home of a Pharisee, one of the religious elites—

on the Sabbath, nonetheless. As they’re settling into their seats, Jesus notices how each of the 

guests makes a move for the places of honor, closest to the host. You can almost see them 

jostling for the best seats and pushing one another out of the way, subtly or overtly. Never one to 

give up a teachable moment, Jesus tells them a story about a wedding banquet. The best of rabbis 

tell a story. 

 

Through the story, Jesus calls out the guests for their struggle for the top places. He invites them 

to find the lowest places, that they may be honored with a better seat rather than humbled by 

their host. You can almost see how quickly the guests would be insulted by Jesus’ suggestion 

regarding their actions. Who does he think he is? 

 

Yet, Jesus doesn’t stop there. He then turns to the host and invites him to think about the 

company that he keeps. Rather than inviting all the friends, neighbors, relatives, and others who 

could repay him for his invitation with one of their own, Jesus encourages the host to invite 

people to the table who might never be able to extend an invitation in return. 

 

If you thought Jesus turning over the tables of the money changers in the Temple was something, 

this conversation on table invitations was counter-cultural. Humility is not an easy for most of us 

to talk about, is it? 

 

Debie Thomas, in an article in Journey with Jesus entitled “Table Manners,” suggests that there’s 

this problem with talking about humility. We extol the virtue of humility. Yet, when we are too 

humble, we are criticized for having low self-esteem. In the face of oppression, we might be 
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considered to be acquiescent rather than standing up to it. We don’t tend to give out rewards for 

the most humble among us, do we? On the other hand, the moment that we claim to be more 

humble, we have lost our claim to humility.1 

 

Could it be that Jesus is inviting us to live in this tension created by a sense of humility? Jesus 

invites us to consider ourselves at the end of the table as guests. As hosts, he invites us to seek 

out the relationships with the very people whose life experience is opposite of ours. In fact, in his 

example, they are those whose presence is deemed to bring down the righteousness of the host.  

Their conditions in that culture are considered to be the result of their unrighteousness or their 

families’ unrighteousness. 

 

A generous welcome invites us to a place of deep humility. And humility, while extolled as a 

virtue, is not cherished in a competitive world where relationships are about what might help us 

to be the best. Humility is counter-cultural and often seen as a weakness rather than a strength.  

We don’t often look for humility as a leadership trait. 

 

On the other hand, might humility be a key to unlocking a future for a divided Church and a 

divided world? Could it be a key to living in the tension of a table that invites crazy uncles, 

obnoxious friends, and those of us who view ourselves as the more stable ones at the Christian 

family table? 

 

Humility invites us to put in more leaves and make room to invite those who are missing from 

our tables. It may even invite us to think of the table as bigger than we have in the past. 

 

In the United Methodist Church, we have been engaged in a bitter feud regarding human 

sexuality for decades now. That struggle came to a boiling point in February of 2019 when we 

saw the Church at its most bitter point. The pandemic has caused the regular session of the 

General Conference to be postponed since May of 2020. It is currently scheduled between the 

end of August and the beginning of September of 2022. While some throughout our global 

church have been frustrated in this time, it could be that we’ve learned more about one another 

since that time and had the opportunity to think about what’s really important to us all. 

 

Currently, there are two ways forward that are being presented. One is the Protocol of 

Reconciliaton and Grace through Separation that was drafted by a globally diverse commission 

of bishops, clergy, laity, traditionalists, progressives, centrists, and LGBTQ persons. Their 

proposal was formed through mediation. The mediator was the man who was appointed to 

mediate and dispense funding from the September 11th fund for victim’s relief. He donated his 

time to help us find a way forward. 

 

The Protocol, if adopted, would move the UMC forward, dropping the language of the Discipline 

that some view as harmful to LGBTQ individuals as well as creating a gracious exit for churches 

and annual conferences that feel as if they could no longer live in a church were others did not 

think like them. In this case, annual conferences would still decide who they ordain, as they do 

now, and could make their own decisions regarding this. Pastors of local churches would decide 

who they would marry, as they currently do. Clergy who view marriage from a more traditional 
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perspective would not be forced to violate their conscious while clergy who view the marriage of 

same-gender couples as an act of pastoral care would not be subject to punishment. 

 

The churches and annual conferences that left, either traditional or progressive, would be 

allowed to leave with their buildings and assets. Some are already poised to create a new 

denomination, and there is funding for those new denominations. 

 

Through the Protocol, we would part with blessing rather than continuing a fight. There could be 

as many as three or more denominations from one, but the United Methodist Church would 

continue as a “big-tent” church where traditionalists and progressives would move forward in the 

Wesleyan spirit of working together to share Christ’s love, even in our differences. We’d 

recognize what we have come to believe here: that we are stronger together than we apart. 

 

While there were both representatives of Africa and the Phillippines on the commission that 

drafted the Protocol, several from those places felt as if the Protocol was really a western answer 

to the dilemma. They value our relationships even though they see things differently in central 

conferences which are across the globe. So they came together and formed the Christmas 

Covenant, remembering that the UMC was founded in the U.S. at Christmas. 

 

In the Christmas Covenant, they recognize that our Book of Discipline already allows for a global 

Book of Discipline. In the central conferences, they are able to create their own Books of 

Discipline to be more contextual in mission and ministry for their setting in places like Africa, 

the Phillippines, and eastern Europe. In fact, their Disciplines can be in contrast to our global 

discipline. 

 

In the Christmas Covenant, they propose that the UMC central conferences around the globe 

become regional conferences and that they United States also become a regional conference. As 

such, the U.S. would have the authority to create a Discipline that is more contextual to our 

culture here where people think differently about human sexuality and much more. This would 

keep the decisions that are culturally relevant to the U.S. here while the General Conference 

could focus on the global mission of the Church rather than engaging any regional issues. 

 

Currently, the global General Conference votes on U.S. clergy pensions. U.S. delegates to that 

body vote on matters like districting in other parts of the world. This would help the global 

gathering to focus on global issues. The Christmas Covenant, however, would mean 

constitutional changes that require votes from annual conferences all over the world and will take 

a longer period of time to affirm. 

 

Both the Protocol and the Christmas Covenant could pass. Neither could pass. Or one or the 

other could pass. I think both could move us forward in positive ways as United Methodists and 

help us to focus on the mission of the Church, “making disciples of Jesus Christ for the 

transformation of the world.” Maybe in the ways we treat one another, we might actually begin 

to make God’s love real. And when we’re engaged in our bitter disagreements, we’re not really 

doing that, are we? Both of the proposals gives us the opportunity to reform governance and 

renew our commitments as individuals and as Methodist Christians wherever we end up. 
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Ever since my grandfather passed away at Christmas that year, I have really missed his presence 

at our family table and the table that he helped to create where we learned to love even the crazy 

uncle and the obnoxious friends while inviting some others into our midst. 

 

I love the United Methodist Church that gave me a high view of the scripture as well as called 

me to live in relationship with people who think differently from me. I love being a part of a 

church that comes together at a table where all are welcomed and received; where a diversity of 

gifts are needed to make God’s love real. I know that we won’t always think alike, yet I long for 

the day when we love alike. Perhaps, it’s not easy to keep coming to the table, but it’s the table 

that keeps calling me, because someone pulled out the leaf for me and gave me the room to be 

who God has created me to be. And that’s the type of Church that I want to build together with 

you. Even more so, it’s the world I want to be a part of creating with you. 

 

Jesus envisioned a table that welcomed the unwelcome. Their very presence challenged the 

status quo and the righteous standing of their hosts. On one night, he even made room for one 

who would betray him, one who would deny him, and all who would fall away when he needed 

them most that evening. 

 

That’s not really the image of a table at which most of us would want to be found. Yet somehow, 

I’m drawn to that table. It might be because in some strange way, it feels like…home.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 https://www.journeywithjesus.net/essays/1070-table-manners 

 


