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 Judith McLoughlin thinks back to an awkward moment in her 

newly-adopted country: 

 I approached the pharmacy checkout, clutching a bottle of 

moisturizing shampoo perfect for my curly blonde Irish locks.  

Compared to what was available at the chemist's in my village in 

Northern Ireland, the selection of shampoos and just about everything 

else was amazing here in the United States.   

 A woman stood at the counter, browsing the candy bins.  “Excuse 

me,” I said, “But are you in the queue?” 

 The woman looked at me bewildered.  “Am I in the What?” 

 “The queue,” I said, suddenly conscious of my thick Irish brogue.  

My face flushed.  What's the word they use in America?”  

 “Um...the...Line,” I finally stammered. 

I could not get out of the pharmacy fast enough.  I fastened my son into 

his car seat and managed to hold back my tears until I climbed behind 

the wheel.  It had been a tiny embarrassment.  Just a moment of culture 

clash.  But those moments had piled up since I left County Armagh. 

 When my husband, Gary, took a job as a carpet designer in 

Atlanta, Georgia, I thought we would have a grand adventure.  Instead, 

the past two years had been an emotional roller coaster. 

 Then Judith McLoughlin speaks about the contrasts between her 

new life and her old life:  tasting a Georgia peach and watching an 

Atlanta Braves baseball game versus the loneliness of being away from 

home in Ireland.  How she missed Sunday dinners in her family's 

kitchen and her mother saying, “There's always room for one more at the 



table.”  Judith's new home in Atlanta was nice enough, but it seemed 

empty and cold without dear ones to fill it.  She asks herself,  

 How could I make friends? 

 I went inside with my son and set my bags down on the kitchen 

table.  That's when my eye was drawn to the china cabinet. 

 The last time I'd been back to Ireland, mother had led me into her 

spare bedroom.  “There's something I need to show you” she said.  She 

handed me a teacup and saucer, fine white china trimmed with gold... 

 “Grandmother’s China!” I said. 

 “She used these back when she and your grandfather ran a Bed-

and-Breakfast on the edge of the Irish Sea,” mother said.  “The gift of 

hospitality runs deep in our family.  Now I'm passing it on to you.” 

 I turned the saucer over to read the name of the pattern.  My heart 

skipped a beat.  Atlanta. 

 The china had been crafted in Salisbury, England, more than a 

half-century ago.  Yet the name Atlanta felt like a message intended just 

for me, a reminder that I was exactly where God wanted me to be. 

 Now I opened the china cabinet and carefully removed one of the 

teacups.  I could hear mother's voice:  “The gift of hospitality runs 

deep.”  That's why she'd hosted those crowded Sunday dinners.  An Irish 

tradition.  What if I did something similar and invited my neighbors over 

for lunch and tea? 

 Will they accept?  Will they even understand my accent?  I said a 

prayer:  Lord, give me the courage to open my house...my heart...to new 

friends.” 

 I put my son in his stroller and set out.  It felt strange to ring my 

neighbor's doorbell.  I almost turned around then opened the door.  “I'd 

like to invite you over for lunch Friday” I blurted out.  “Are you 

available to come?” 

 “That's so sweet!” She said, smiling.  “I'd love to!” 

 The next house was easier.  And the next one after that.  In all, I 

found six women who could come.  For lunch I prepared coronation 

chicken salad, an old family favorite originally serve[d] in 1953 when 

Queen Elizabeth was crowned. 



 “This is delicious!” One neighbor said.  “You have to give me the 

recipe,” said another.  After lunch, we had Irish Tea, served in my 

grandmother’s good china.... 

 After that. I often filled my dining room with neighbors and new 

friends.  I took Irish recipes and gave them a Southern twist.... 

Everybody loved my cooking.  People hired me to cater events.  I even 

published a cookbook, The Shamrock And The Peach.  (Judith 

McLoughlin, “Blessed With a Gift For Hospitality, Guideposts). 

 Judith McLoughlin's open table stands in stark contrast to today's 

gospel lesson which is about people preoccupied with their places at 

what appears to be a closed table.  The parable about "Humility and 

Hospitality" is introduced in the first verse of Luke 14 by telling us that 

Jesus has been invited to be a dinner guest in the home of the leader of 

the Pharisees on the Sabbath.  This chapter contains the famous parable 

of the great dinner.  With good reason, Chapter 14 has been referred to 

as the "Table Talk" of Jesus.  Table fellowship was an exceedingly 

important topic for Luke.  One gospel writer observes that "Luke's 

gospel has more meal-time scenes than all the others" (Luke N.T. 

Wright, Luke For Everyone).  Perhaps because of this fact, Fred 

Craddock says that "nothing can be for Luke more serious than a dining 

table."  Table fellowship for Luke is where the Eucharist takes place, 

where Christ is revealed, and where Jesus gives the promise of the Holy 

Spirit to the disciples, as well as their commission.  In the book of Acts,  

Table Fellowship was the means by which Jews and gentiles were able 

to be the church (Fred B. Craddock, Interpretation:  Luke). 

 So what we know about the importance of Table Fellowship 

prepares the way for today's scripture lesson.  I came across a slip of 

paper in one of my file folders recently.  It was obviously a note I had 

written down years ago--I have no idea when.  But at the top of the 

paper were the underlined words "Theology of Eating."  Then followed 

three points:  "1. Eating is a personal act.  2. Eating is a social act.  3. 

Eating is a spiritual act."  Indeed, those three categories are as true today 

as they were in the time of Jesus.  Eating is personal, social and spiritual.   

 Bearing all this in mind, then, Jesus begins in Verse Seven with a 

parable.  He tells his hearers at the Pharisee's home, that you should not 



sit down in the place of honor at a wedding banquet, in case a more 

distinguished guest has also been invited. 

 This harkens back to a story that you may have heard me tell 

before.  In 1961, my parents took my brother and sister and me to 

Europe for the first time.  When we found ourselves in London on a 

Sunday morning, my dad suggested we go to Westminster Abbey for 

worship.  When we arrived, the Abbey was packed with tourists.  The 

only available seats were five chairs at the front reserved for the Royal 

Family.  When the usher told us that, he said, “So you're in luck.  I'll seat 

you there.”  Even as a young teen, I was horrified at the prospect of 

sitting in those special chairs.  So I said, “Is that all right?”  The usher 

replied, “They're not here and you are!”  That settled it, and I never 

enjoyed a worship service more than that one!  And I have always 

remembered that forceful reminder that in God's eyes, we are ALL 

members of a Royal Priesthood.  

 My family's adventure was a unique variation on Jesus' story, in 

which he encourages people to be both humble and hospitable:  "But 

when you are invited, go and sit down at the lowest place, so that when 

your host comes, he may say to you, 'Friend, move up higher.'"  in my 

case, the Westminster Abbey usher made the same invitation. 

 Now when Jesus is admonishing the Pharisees about humility and 

hospitality, he knows that these people are considered to be the good 

folks of that day and time:  "They never missed a religious meeting, they 

studied the scriptures, they tithed, and they set the moral standard for 

their cultures."  In today's world, the Pharisees would be faithful, active 

church members.  

 And yet, Jesus doesn't consider inviting people of one's social 

station to be worthy of a dinner invitation (Raymond Bailey, The 

Lectionary Commentary).  In "The Parable of the Great Dinner" which 

follows this lesson, Jesus speaks about intentionally not inviting the 

people who can repay you.  Rather you should invite "the poor, the 

crippled, the blind, and the lame."  The watchword of Jesus is, "Don't go 

for reciprocity.  Be extravagantly, forgetfully generous.  Invite the most 

unlikely, most unexpected of guests into your home and share that most 



necessary, most enjoyable experience of eating together" (Kate Huey, 

"Open Table," Sermon Seeds, UCC.org).  

 Kathryn Matthews tells a beautiful story about what it was like for 

her as a child to gather each mealtime around her family's dining room 

table:    

 When I was growing up in a family of eleven, meals were a big 

deal.  My mother sat at one end of the table, and my father at the other.  

My four big brothers sat along one side of the table, and the five 

youngest, beginning with me, faced them on the other side.  We always 

ate together, no matter how late my father had to work.  Often, my 

parents would talk about the family business, but my father always asked 

each one of us 'How Our Day Went.' and occasionally, out of the blue, 

he would do a rather wonderful thing, as I look back on it now.  Each of 

us could get lost in a sea of so many faces.  But my dad would say, in a 

very serious tone, 'How many people are happy we have John [or Libby, 

or Chuck, and so on], raise your hand."  And we would all raise our 

hands.  (You made sure you always raised your hand, because you 

wanted everyone else to do the same when it was your turn…) I can't 

describe the effect it had on each of us to see ten hands go up in the air 

(some days people would put both hands up--that was really something!) 

 "'Well," says Kathryn Matthews, "I think in that heavenly banquet 

in the eternal city, God will be like my dad.  God will say, 'how many 

people are glad we have Jeff and Ruth and Mae Alice and Lloyd and 

Nancy and Bill and Irma…raise your hand.'  And we will" (Kathryn 

Matthews, "Open Table”). 
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