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COME GATHER ‘ROUND PEOPLE WHEREVER YOU ROAM 
(THE TABLE OF OUR LORD) 

1 Corinthians 11:17-34 
 

 
 Bob Dylan sang the song 40 years ago: 

Come gather ‘round people 
Wherever you roam 
And admit that the waters 
Around you have grown 
And accept it that soon 
You’ll be drenched to the bone. 
If your time to you 
Is worth savin’ 
Then you better start swimmin’ 
Or you’ll sink like a stone 
For the times they are a-changin’. 

 
 When I was growing up the Lord’s Table was strictly a remembrance of the “Last 
Supper.”  You could only partake after you had become a member of the church … no 
children.  “For the times they are a-changin’.”  Where and how did it all begin?   
 It began in Jesus’ everyday table fellowship … where he scandalized his world by 
eating with ANYBODY: rich, poor, sinner, righteous men and women, tax-collector, prostitute, 
men and women, republican and democrat.  ANYBODY and EVERYBODY!  “This is a sign of the 
kingdom of God come near,” he said as he passed the meat and potatoes.  “Here, have some and 
believe in the good news.” 
 Throughout the Gospel accounts we see Jesus’ openness as he eats with those called 
“sinners” … meaning a class of people, for various reasons, considered unclean and 
unacceptable to God and without available means to get themselves clean and acceptable.  The 
Dead Sea Scrolls community was so concerned about uncleanness and eating that they’d 
actually break their pottery plates after the meal. 
 Jesus’ OPEN TABLE FELLOWSHIP was a sign, he said, of the kingdom of God welcoming 
ALL people.  “Come gather ‘round people; Wherever you roam.”  We still aren’t so sure whom we 
want included. 

 Then there’s the Miracle of the Feeding of the 5,000 … the only miracle repeated in every 
gospel, and in one gospel twice.  Jesus took a few loaves and fishes and fed a hungry 
multitude.  It was a sign that the kingdom of God means JUSTICE, means bread for the HUNGRY. 
 The prophet Isaiah pictured the kingdom of God as a feast: 

 On this mountain the LORD Almighty will prepare a feast of rich food for all 
peoples, a banquet of aged wine— the best of meats and the finest of wines. (Isaiah 
25:6) 

 Alright, the kingdom of God is more than bread and justice, but it is not less than bread 
and justice. 

 Then there was his Passover meal with his disciples the night of his arrest … The Last 
Supper.  He took bread and blessed it with his Jewish prayer of Thanksgiving: 
 Blessed be God, our Lord,  
 King of the universe  
 who brings forth bread from the earth. 



Page 2 

 Then he broke the bread and gave it to his disciples and said, strikingly, unforgettably: 
 This is my body that is for you.  
 Do this in remembrance of me. 
 This cup is the new covenant in my blood.  
 Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me. 
 But the Last Supper was NOT the LAST!  The risen Christ began to appear to his disciples 
those 40 days after Easter and they ate together. 
 And from that time … Christian worship was built around the TABLE.   

 
 From its earliest beginnings, churches and fellowships celebrated the “Lord’s Table” in 
a variety of ways.  Some had weekly Agape Meals where they first shared a full meal together 
then broke the bread and shared the wine in Jesus’ name.  Others made the Lord’s Table part 
of their weekly worship service.   
 Christian worship, from those early days, was built around these two parts:  

 The service of the WORD read and Proclaimed, inherited from the synagogue service; 
 And the service of the TABLE, inaugurated by the way of Jesus. 

 The Table of the Lord has taken many forms since the first century.  Tragically, the 
church has at times splintered itself, persecuted and killed over disagreements about the 
meaning of the Table.  And I would guess that there are days Jesus still weeps. 
 Some Christians believe the bread and wine literally become in the moment of 
consecration the body and blood of Christ.  Roman Catholics call this “transubstantiation.”  
(Presbyterians believe in transubstantiation, too.  We believe that at the Lord’s Table, Welch’s 
grape juice is turned into wine!) 

 What we actually believe as Presbyterian Christians, is that Christ is “spiritually present” 
at the table as the church gathers, “spiritually present” in the believer’s heart … present in our 
shared FAITH. 
 There are some modern churches that rationalize the Table as simply a remembered 
action.  But for US it is more than that.  We say that it is a SACRAMENT … a visible expression of 
grace … a “meeting place” between the DIVINE and the HUMAN … focused in the scared action of 
this meal.  I sure hope that’s what it is for YOU and for ME. 

 
 Let’s turn now to a working theology of the Lord’s Table … WHAT it means, and 
WHO is welcome here?  Here’s a stab at our current practice of the The Lord’s Table and its 
plethora of meanings. 
 The Lord’s Table is EUCHARIST …  that is a meal of JOYFUL THANKSGIVING.  
Eucharist means in its root form, “good gift” and to “give thanks”. 
 Here at the table we learn the habit and act of THANKSGIVING.   

 We give thanks to God our creator, provider and savior, to the God who made us in 
God’s own image, who gives daily bread and who rescues us from powers within and 
without which diminish, enslave and destroy us. 

 Here at the Table we give thanks for the Holy Spirit of God dwelling within each and 
everyone of us.   

 Most of all at this Table, especially at this table, we give thanks for Jesus …remembering 
here his life, death and resurrection. 

 So now we move to the second meaning of the Table … A meal of 
REMEMBERING. 
 “Do this in remembrance of me,” Jesus said.   
 Re-calling and remembering is a profound religious act.  Past and present, then and now 
come together.  We are at the Red Sea being passed over from slavery to freedom … we are at 
the table with Jesus … we are at the cross, at the resurrection. 
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 What we remember here is more than Jesus’ death.  We remember his whole life given 
for us … his teaching, compassion, healing words and actions. 
 “This is my body, my blood” means more than the cross; it means a whole life poured 
out for us in selfless love.  Jesus believed his message of LOVE so COMPLETELY that IT WAS 
LOVE that took him to the cross … Jesus’ love for YOU and Jesus’ love for ME and Jesus’ love 
for ALL PEOPLE! 
 And now, because of the Resurrection it means his SPIRIT is present and with us.  So we 
move to the third meaning of the Table: COMMUNION … COMMUNION with the LIVING SPIRIT of 
Christ.   
 He is present with us now.  “Where two or three are gathered in my name,” he said, “I am 
there among you.” (Matthew 18:20) 

 Christians argue over how Christ is present:  
 A) Is he present in the bread and wine itself?   
 B) Is he present in the faith we bring to the table?  Is he present whether we have 
much faith or not?   
 C) Is he present, not so much in the bread and wine, or in our individual faith, but in 
our community-ness, in the act of sharing with one another, passing bread and wine to one 
another? 
 D) Is it all the above? 

    
 In his great painting of the Creation, Michelangelo depicts the hand of God reaching 
down and the hand of Adam reaching up.  And if you remember correctly the index fingers of 
God and Adam are not touching, they are so achingly close!  Is Christ present as we reach for 
one another, and for God?  As we pass the bread and the cup … do our hands suddenly touch 
HIM?  Do our hands suddenly become HIS? 
 If Christ is here, he is here beyond our ability to understand it … present in our 
need and hunger and wonder. 

 
 This is beyond any kind of reasoning to me, but at one time in Western Christianity 
only the priests could eat the bread and drink the wine.  The congregation actually sat there 
and watched!  How ludicrous is that?  It’s as if Jesus invited people to a meal and said, “Okay, 
now watch Peter, James, John and I eat!”  And the sad thing is that, even today, the church 
fights over who is holy enough to handle the bread and wine.  Have they forgotten that it is 
GOD who makes us holy … not WE? 
 In the Presbyterian Church, we believe that we are all priests to one another … so 
EVERYONE handles the bread and the cup.   

 
 And WHO is INVITED, WHO is WELCOME at the table?  We invite ALL.   
 This is Christ’s table not ours.  ALL who wish to come to Christ’s table are welcome.  
“Come gather ‘round people; Wherever you roam.”  It doesn’t matter WHO you are, WHAT you’ve 
done, WHAT you are like … You are WELCOME here!  So we declare together in one voice, “ALL 
who wish to dine with Christ, who wish to meet him here … COME!” 

    
 Some Christians argue over who should be invited.  Only baptized Christians?  Only 
baptized Christians who have been confirmed?  Only adult baptized Christians who have truly 
repented of all their sins … as if we ever could?  Only baptized Christians who belong to our 
particular local church?  Only Christians who hold the same theology about the Lord’s Table as 
we do?   
 I’m not saying these concerns are trivial.  And in our tradition, we surely do not come 
carelessly to this table.  But what makes this table CHRIST’S TABLE is NOT who SITS at the table … 
but who SETS the table!  That is JESUS!  The One who INVITES us here, ACCEPTS us ALL lovingly, 
WELCOMES us as friend, sister and brother. 
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 And in our church children are invited here too, before they are able to actually 
understand the significance of what they are doing.   
 So, why do we invite children? 
 Because as a part of a Christian family, they are part of the people of God, the family of 
God from their birth.  They are part of God’s family until they choose otherwise.  “See what 
love the Father has given us,” writes John “that we should be called children of God, and that is 
what we are.” (1 John 3:1)  We recognize that The Lord’s Table is part of the process of 
Christian Initiation that begins when a child is baptized, and continues until they profess their 
own faith and join a church family. 

 We meet Christ here, young and old, over and over again at the Table.  ALL are 
invited, Christian and not … believing that this Table is part of the evangelistic ministry 
of the church … believing that grace is at work here, whether we know it or not. 
 Christ’s table is a WELCOME TABLE, open to ALL.  Whosoever will … the choice is 
YOURS to make, not OURS to make. 

 
 Which leads to the fourth and last meaning of the Table!  It is a FEAST of the 
KINGDOM of God. 
 It is an enactment of the prayer we pray with Jesus: “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done 
on earth as in heaven.” 
 Here at the table divisions are broken down.  Christ is our peace who has broken down 
the dividing walls of hostility making us ONE.  The tired and terrible divisions of this world … 
lose their hold on us at this table.  Here we experience “realized Shalom”, the peace God 
intends for ALL creation.  So from the earliest days in Christian worship, the church exchanged 
the kiss of peace, or the passing of the peace, at the Table.  No cooties or uncleanness here.  
Grievances for now are given up. 
 At this table justice is spoken and ignited in our hearts.  This is a table of EQUALS and 
from this table we GO to FEED the hungry and CHANGE the world riven with injustice. 

    
 It was at a high school retreat 30 years ago when Timmy Spence said something that 
has stuck with me through the years.  We had gathered in a circle around a table to take 
communion on Saturday night.  Timmy was a mentally challenged member of our youth 
group and he was standing to my left.  I went through the instructions as to how we were to 
hand the bread and cup to the person on our left and say: “This is Christ’s body broken for you 
and this is Christ’s blood shed for you.”  After I said a prayer, I said to Timmy, “Go ahead and pass 
the bread.”  He had this confused look on his face, but then turned to the young person 
standing to his left, handed him the bread and said, “Here … you need this.” 
 We all laughed, but then we realized how right Timmy was.  And then, each in turn 
said to the person next to them, “Here … you need this.”  Timmy was beaming and we KNEW 
we were in the presence of Christ. 

 “Come gather ‘round people; Wherever you roam.”   
 “Here … you need this!”   

Amen and Amen. 


