
Free lunch! 
 

Who these days would think of comparing church with a free-for-all no-
holds-barred party?  Who would say that attending church was like going 
to a banquet?   Yet Jesus did. His parable of the free-for-all lunch would 
have upset most expectations.  Opening the gates to uninvited guests 
upset normal etiquette.  On the other hand, if you are holding a party you 
want to make sure people will be there, and the parable’s party-giver 
ensured a party by opening his doors wide and seeking partygoers in the 
highways and byways.  In that way he shows what the kingdom of God is 
like – a great free-for-all dinner such as Isaiah classically described.1   
  

The story comes in three versions – one in the gospel of Matthew which 
has a complicating ending added to the story Jesus told, another in the 
non-canonical Gospel of Thomas, and this more original version in 
Luke’s Gospel. Invitations to a banquet are issued but those receiving 
them give three different excuses – one was to do with property (he had 
just bought some land and needed to inspect it),  
 the next to do with work (he needed to check his five teams of oxen 
 were up to their task)  
  and the last to do with the fact he had a new wife.  
Now, in one sense none of these was a genuine reason for not attending 
– inspecting land could wait a few hours,  
 spending time with your animals is no excuse for not spending time 
 with  your friends  
  and why did the other need to be with his wife just then?  
But in another sense there is some substance to the excuses – they are 
not random – they match the reasons cited in the book of Deuteronomy 
for which men could be excused conscription into the army – the urgent 
need to dedicate a new house,  
 plant a new vineyard  
  or be with a new wife.2   
They are nonetheless still excuses.            
 

What interests me today is how the story ends.  Because the party giver 
fails to get sufficient takers, Luke adds a third invitation.  Because all 
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for Today ed. V. George Shillington (T&T Clark , 1997)   



spaces must be filled, the servant is sent out into the highways and 
byways and this represents Luke’s particular concern to include the 
Gentiles.3  Those who were previously judged unfit for access to holy 
places can come to this banquet.  It’s open to all; the doors are open wide 
for the masses to enter.   
 “Let every soul be Jesus’ guest,  
 you need not one be left behind,  
 for God has called all humankind;  
 … the invitation is to all.” 4  

Luke stresses the universality of the heavenly banquet. No one need miss 
out.    
  

Of course, the invitation can be refused.  It’s not a performative 
utterance. Just because it’s said, that doesn’t mean it’s done.  God invites 
but we have to respond. At Christmas the invitation is expressed as, 
“Come and join the celebration, it’s a very special day” and we could sing 
that all year round.   
 Perhaps we should sing it all year round because Jesus likens the 
 kingdom God to a banquet, a celebration, a party, a free-for-all 
 dinner.   
And who doesn’t want a free lunch?     
 

Church, though, doesn’t seem much like a party.  The Christian life is 
often described as a duty, a discipline, a sombre walking with the Lord 
along a narrow way.  We say that living for God is a serious business, so 
can we really think of it as participating in a banquet or partying the 
night away?  Isn’t the more common image of a Christian that of a 
puritanical killjoy than that of a party animal or knavish fool? But here’s 
the point of the parable: to attend church is to go to a joyous and topsy-
turvy Eucharistic feast.  
 

A good picture of a eucharistic feast can be found in a daily event in the 
Golden Temple of Amritsar.  This holiest and most important pilgrimage 
site for Sikhism is where a free community vegetarian meal is prepared 
daily for thousands of visitors.  It’s called a langar and it’s available to 
visitors from all walks of life and faith without discrimination.  Rich 
foreign tourists squat alongside poor people of the city to eat, and local 
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people might attend regularly to meet with their friends as you might 
meet over coffee in Trinity’s Oasis Cafe.  The food is served rapidly and 
the noise from the kitchens as the metal dishes are washed up is 
deafening.  It seems chaotic and trangressive in a holy place, yet it’s a 
feast that levels all humanity, a foretaste of the heavenly banquet 
prepared for all people, when as Isaiah foretold God will bring everyone 
together and wipe all tears of suffering from our eyes.     
 

Where has that celebratory aspect of church life gone?  If the kingdom of 
God is a joy to enter, where’s the joy in church?  Have our preoccupation 
with survival,  
 our despondency over decline  
  and our determination to make ends meet  
killed the spirit of joy?  Have we so encumbered ourselves with the 
burden of running church that we have lost the joy of being church?                    
 

When the church became bureaucratic and management-led in the 
middle ages, once a year around Christmastide it slipped the net and 
broke free.  Once a year it announced what it called a fool’s feast.   This 
was when the church went topsy-turvy. The young people took over for a 
day; they appointed their own lord of misrule, a mock bishop or lord who 
presided over a wild drunken party.  That’s until the Reformers banned 
it!        
 

What might be the modern day equivalent?  What about churches 
providing free lunches to school children during the long summer 
holidays?  There is serious concern that some of the children qualifying 
for free school lunch in Sutton primary schools go hungry in summer 
holidays because families struggling to pay their rent cannot afford to 
feed them.  Oasis is quiet, our hall is quiet.  Could we serve lunch to these 
children or, at least, supply a free take-away lunch?   
 Could we turn the world on its head, at least to the extent that a 
 hungry child goes away from here with a full stomach?   
Surely, that’s something for the church to consider, given that both 
Isaiah’s and Jesus’s image for the place where God gathers godly people 
is the image of a free-for-all banquet.            
 

And such topsy-turviness can be transformative and redemptive, as this 
story will show: One of the best-known characters in European literature 



is Quasimodo – the hunchback of Notre Dame – but what is the story? 
Born to a gypsy tribe, his physical appearance led to his being 
abandoned.  The Archdeacon of Notre Dame found him, gave him the 
name Quasimodo and brought him up to be a bell ringer. Quasimodo is a 
kind-hearted, much-misunderstood and maligned bell ringer, 
occasionally provoked to violence.  Quasimodo’s eventual salvation 
comes when he sneaks out of the cathedral on the Feast of Fools, that 
day of reversals and frolics.  He is crowned Pope of fools for the day.  On 
that very day he meets and falls in love with Esmerelda and, in the 
Disney film version of the story, the song they sing at this redemptive 
point is Topsy-turvy.   
 

When we have attended church all our lives the strangeness of Holy 
Communion is easily missed.  It’s odd that bread is consumed as if it is 
flesh and wine is drunk masquerading as blood;   
 it’s odd that no qualification is required to sit at the table (you don’t 
 even have to know the host, but you will get to know the Host as 
 you participate);   
  it’s odd that a morsel and a sip are called a feast and a   
  heavenly banquet;   
   it’s odd that, to use the language of  fairy tale, a pauper  
   may kneel alongside a prince at this rail;   
    it’s odd – they are the holy mysteries – but in that  
    oddity the world is turned on its head and the grace 
    of God breaks in.    
With God set forth before our eyes, we partake in the feast that frees us.        
 

   
 
   

 


