Who's Sitting at Your Table? - Rev. Denise Schiavone

Twcntg~t|1rcc years ago,journalist Fctcr Lovcn]':cim wrote an Opf_d in the New
Yor;é [ imes titled “Won’t You Bc My Ncighbor?” Thc essay has been

rcpublishcd numerous times over the years, so you may be familiar with it.

When the Piccc origina"g ran back in 2000, | ovenheim had lived in the same
Kochcstcr, Ncw Yor‘c ncighborhood for two dccadcs, and scvcralycars Prior, the
community found themselves rocked by a tragic murder-suicide that devastated an
entire Family. | ovenheim wondered if he and his ncighbors had missed signs of
trouble, and he lamented how quic‘cly the community seemed to move on from this
incident, once some time Passcd. |_ovenheim felt disturbed that no one in his
ncighborhood seemed to rca//y know each other. 50, he embarked on a little social
cxPcrimcnt; over the course of several months, Lovcn['icim contacted ncigl—»bors and

asked to come slccPovcr.
] ask you all sitting here and watching on line: ]s this somctl—\ing you would ever do?

| can stand here and admit, it's not somcthing] could ever imagine cloing. But for

some reason Lovcnhcim felt ca“cd to. ]"‘lc wrote:

“Wl’!g is it that in an age of chcap long-clistancc rates, discount aiflines and
the ]ntcmct, when we can create communitg angwhcrc, we often don’t know

the Pcoplc who live next door?

Magbc my ncighbors didm’t mind living this way, but ] did. | wanted to getto
know the Pcoplc whose houses | Passcd each d33 - notj ust what thcg do for
a living and how many children tl'lcg have, but the dcpth of their cxPcricncc
and what kind of Pcoplc t]—wcg are.”
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As he walked out of the house for his first slccPovcr, Lovcn]']cim’s teenage
c}aughtcr rolled her eyes and called him crazy. And although a number of ncighbors
turned down his request, of the 18 orso he aPProachcd, over half said yes. During
this experiment, |_ovenheim managed to get to know neighbors that included a
widower, a young woman with cancer, and a couPlc with two young children. e
crjoycd morning coffee with them, ate dinner with them, talked with them. T]':c
formative cxpcricncc insPircd his 2010 book, “ln Thc Ncighborhooc]: Thc 5carcl1

l:or Communitg On An American Street, One Slccpovcr At A Time?”

|_ovenheim’s quest might seem unorthodox to some, though atleast his slccPovcrs
occurred in his ncighborhood and not in unfamiliar territory. Siill, the cxPcrimcnt
cxplorcs one of the central qucstions from the Gospcl this morning: Who do we

wc]comc——ancl sPcnd time with-—at our tablcs?

| et's consider the events Matthew details. As \)CSUS sit to dine, many tax
collectors and sinners come and sit with him and his disciplcs. The outragccl
Fharisccs demand to know how Jcsus could do such a thing, because the chish
community does notlook Favorably upon tax collectors. Tl‘rcy view those in that
Pro{:cssion as collaborators with the Roman authorities. As these men collected
money forthe EmPirc, thcy also Profitcc] Pcrsona”g bg taking more than was lcga”g

due. |n short, thcy are gcncraug dcspiscd and shunned, considered social outcasts.

And yet, Jcsus calls Matthew the tax collector into his communitg of clisciplcs to
dine with them. He tells the grumbling Pharisees he has come not to save the
“hcalthy” but rather those who are sick.

Just after this cxchangc, Jchs is asked to heal the dead c]aughtcr of one of the

synagogue leaders. ]t’s important to note that the chs considered corpses
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unclean and laging hands on the dead a clcFiling act. thJcsus does not hesitate to
answer the call to go heal this girl.

Lilccwisc, Jewish laws would’ve labeled the woman who’d been hcmorrhaging fori2
years as “unclean.” As she touches the Fringc of Jesus’s cloak, she almost CCrtainly
knows the act would be considered a dc{:ﬂing one for Jesus. And yet, neither
angcrcd nor clisturbccl, he says to hcr, “Takc hcart, daughtcr, your faith has made

you well.?

/\gain and again, Jesus chooses to be in rclationship with those on the margins—
the dcsPiscd, the outcast, the unclcan—»—crossing social boundaries entrenched in
the laws of his time. Again and again he Prioritizcs mercy over cultural norms, and
reorders social and community boundaries bg intcntiona"y including the excluded,
like the tax collectors and “sinners,” a]ong with many others we encounter across

5criPturc: lcPcrs, the blind and lamc, the c]cmon—Posscsscc].

SCriPturc is filled with cxamplcs of who Jcsus chose to reach out to, to hcal, to be
with at the table. Thcologian | uke Fowcry, Dean of Duke Univcrsitg ChaPcL
sPcalcs to this, saying; “[ Jesus] inclusivity at the table is an indictment against the
status quo. Hc eats and sits with the demonized, clcmonstrating that no one, even
sinners, is bcgonc] the reach of Goc]’s mcrcy.” Fowcrg goesonto cxplain the
relevance of this for us today, noting that “T able Fcuowship says somcthing about

who is acccptcd in our social networks.”

Fornot onlg does Jesus sit with the unclean, but he calls his disciplcs to as well—
since the moment he first gathcrcd his 12 aPostlcs, saying, “Follow me.? And while
the outcast of our time may not include a b]ccc]ing woman or a colluder with the

Koman cmpirc, there are many our socictg deems unworthy of a Placc at the tablc:
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those imPrisoncc], the rc{:ugcc, Pcoplc with clrug addictions, the l'lomclcss, those
with mental i”ncss, our LGE)TQ;F community members. And caugl—ﬂ: up in our
cultural and social norms, even the best-intentioned of us can be blind to the ways

we may contribute to the exclusion of “the other.”

Pve lived in my I llicott Citg ncighborhood for23 years now. Mang Pcoplc, mgschr'
includcd, considerit a great Placc to call home: the schools are great, the hou$ing
values high, the Pcoplc nice. Mg husband and ] both grew up |iving in some not-so~
nice ncighborhoods, so we aPPrccia’cc bcing able to Providc such an cxpcricncc for

our Familg.

Some time last year, | bcgan noticing a man hangfng out in the median at the
intersection of Route 40 and St. John's | ane, I‘xolding a sign: “IHomeless and
Hungrg.” T he man’s appearance became more and more rcgular—soon | saw him
ncarly every day ] drove bg. Soon ] also bcgan sccing the “concerned” comments
on our ncighborhooc‘ Googlc group how disturbing it was to have this haPPcn in
our ncighborhood.

Somconc one chtDoor suggcstccl this matter could be “handled” as a samccty
issue, meaning that a Pcclcstrian should not be Ioitcring in the median of a busy
road. And one c]ay not long after, ] noticed a [ Joward Countg Policc cruiser

Parkcd at the intersection and two officers ta“cing with the man. T he next time |

drove bg, he was gone. Jve yet to see him again.

| would love to believe the officers cngagcd this man in conversation and Pcrhaps
inquirccl out o{:gcnuinc concern for his sa{:cty, magbc tried to direct him to
resources. Put somcthing in the back of my mind makes me wonder if my ncighbors’

complaints, thinlg veiled as “concerns,” Prccipitatcd the man’s disappcarancc.
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My ncigl’:bors and | no doubt consider ourselves oPcn-minclccl and inclusivc,just as
we undoubtcdly do here at Christ Church. E)ut as we think of how we welcome the
“other,” are we using Jesus as our model? \When we reflect on the ways we invite
othcrs, do we have our (Great | eacher's cxamplc in mind? Jcsus, who wasn’t afraid
to get dirl:g. Jesus, who, if he walked the [ arth today, might be mistaken fora

homeless drifter himself.

Jcsues calls us to 5Pcnc] time at the table with those considered unclean. ]n the
rhgthm and routine of our own lives, amid the demands of Family and work, it's not
ncccssarily an easy rcalitg to live into. We Probably spcnd a lot of time with PcoPlc
alot like us. T ake those sitting beside us on Sundag morning, We may have kids
that attend the same school or Plag sPorts togctl—)cr, we may live in the same
ncigl']borl'rood, serve in the same ministry. And this is not a bad thing. ]t’s both
comfortable and comf:orting.

But Jesus calls us to risk engaging with Pcoplc outside those comfort zones. | ike
the man in the median. Qur | ord calls us into Fc“owship with not the rightcous but

sinners, to minister to not the l—wcalt['ly but the sick. [He calls us, saying “f:ollow me.”

]‘FJCSUS walked the L:_artl'r today, whose table would he find us at, and who would

be beside us? The qucstion is one relevant to notjust how well we know our
ncighbors but how we, as the Church, are intentional about wclcoming “the other.”?
| etus pray for open hearts and minds to discern the Gospcl’s message of radical
inclusivitg and follow Jcsus to a seat at God’s great banc‘uct tablc, where all are

invited, all are welcomed, all are loved.



