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A couple of weeks from now is one of my most favorite calendar 

weeks of the secular years, as my hometown of Sandwich hosts its 

annual “DeKalb County Fair,” the last and, in my opinion, the best of all 

the fairs held in the state of Illinois. While most of the fairs in the state 

focus on more of its commercial aspects, the Sandwich Fair very much 

keeps to its provincial roots, showcasing its 4H competitions and the 

farm life attractions that define the fair itself. I have many good 

memories of working my local parish’s fair stand back in my days of 

youth; I am told that the stand still specializes in all those homemade 

pies from the local parishioners. 

If you are going to the fair this year, you will pass this run-down 

restaurant on Route 34 on the way, a restaurant that wasn’t that much 

better when I was growing up. The restaurant in my day was called 

“Paul’s Diner”; the owner took the restaurant car from a train, rigged it 
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up to look like an engine car, and served some of the lowest grade chow 

in the county. As a ten-year-old, I didn’t know the difference; a 

hamburger at Paul’s Diner to me was like high cuisine, considering that 

as a poor farm family we didn’t go out to eat much. 

Using the lingo of today, many today would have referred to Paul’s 

Diner as a “dive.” The food is adequate and the chairs were all ripped 

up when I used to frequent the place (I am sure the new owners have 

cleaned the place up to look like new). If we paralleled Paul’s Diner to 

one of the local dives in our own town, we certainly would not associate 

them with the fine dining establishments in town like Al’s or Syl’s 

Restaurant. However, I am partial to restaurants that are dives because 

what makes the place so special for me has nothing to do with the food 

or the accoutrements but rather the symbolic value that the place holds 

for me. 

When I was a child, my mother used to take me to Paul’s Diner 

restaurant at least once a month for some food and conversation. I 

remember that at those lunches, my mother would often invite residents 
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of nursing homes and homebound residents to join us so that they could 

get out of their rooms and have a meal with the world outside. 

As I have preached before, I used to get mad at my mom sometimes 

for inviting strangers to my special lunch. My mother took this custom 

one step further by inviting some of these same people to our house 

during the major holidays because when she did, we always had to be 

on our best behavior and not let our guards down, as families often do. 

I used to think to myself that my mother did not really know these 

people; these elderly were neither relatives nor friends in the friendship 

sort of way. They weren’t rich or noteworthy in town. I guess my 

mother wanted to make these people feel like someone would put them 

at the head of the table in the same way that Christ elevated the poor 

and the needy in the scriptures, in the same way that Christ tells us that 

God will treat us if we live a life of humility within the world. Only 

when I was older and relatively wiser (I think… maybe) that I realize the 

kind of gift my mother offered those that were lonely and subsequently 

I realize how much of a gift my own mother was to me. 
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The phrase that the Church uses to describe this life of humility is the 

phrase, “The Table Fellowship of Sinners.” This phrase recognizes that 

the rich and the haughty to not come to this table because they will not 

recognize Christ in the first place. Rather, the humble and forsaken, the 

downcast and those who serve them, will recognize that the place at this 

table is the place of service. To serve is to be served; to love is to be 

loved. 

Throughout the Gospel of Luke, the theme of discipleship is tied to 

this gift of service and humility. In a couple of weeks, Luke’s gospel at 

Mass focuses on the story of the Prodigal Son, the grave sinner who 

spends his father’s money on a dissolute life, only to beg forgiveness of 

his father for the life he led. As a response, the father receives his son 

with love and returns him to the same table fellowship that we share 

today. Later this year in our cycle of readings, we read the story of 

Zaccheaus, the tax collector who swindled the people of his time, only to 

invite our Lord to his table in fellowship. Recognizing the presence of 

the Lord in front of him, this grave sinner changed his ways, devoted his 
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life to service, and gave his money to the poor and neglected. And the 

greatest story of service from Luke is read at every Mass we attend, 

when Christ offers us the gift of his life, telling us “This is my body; this 

is my blood. Do this in remembrance of me.” 

I thought to myself that throughout this brief history of our country, 

many examples of service-oriented people have modeled this life of 

humility for us as well. How many tourist places in the world can we 

cite that at one point were havens to the poorest and humblest of our 

brothers and sisters? To how many of these places did the saints of our 

faith humble themselves, as directed by our gospel, for the sake of the 

other, subsequently elevating themselves as most favored in the Lord’s 

eyes? For the sake of this homily, let me propose four locations for your 

consideration. 

A few years ago, I had the opportunity to 

visit the Island of Molokai in Hawaii, an island 

which serves as a resort and honeymoon 
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location for the rich and famous. Over the last fifty years, this was the 

location where Elvis Presley used to make all of his famous movies, a 

location where famously people would get married in the most 

beautifully tropic of locations. I also thought to myself that not more 

than a hundred fifty years ago, a priest named Joseph Damien, a 19th 

Century Missionary of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary, dedicated 

his life to living on this island of Molokai with the sickest of people who 

were afflicted with leprosy. At that time in our history, those who 

contracted leprosy were quarantined on this island to which a healthy 

Fr. Damien chose to come. Fr. Damien came to the island a healthy man, 

dedicated to serving those who were helpless. In the end, Fr. Damien 

contracted the same disease of the people whom he served and died a 

leper on the island. In 2009, Fr. Damien was recognized for his great 

sacrificed by being elevated by Pope Benedict XVI to the role of revered 

saint. 

A dozen or so years ago, I remember visiting Santa Barbara, CA to 

celebrate a wedding for a child of one of my former parish secretaries. 
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Today, Santa Barbara is known for its rich and 

famous – the main home for Oprah Winfrey can 

be found in Santa Barbara. Though it serves as a 

town for those with good income today, I 

reflected on the life of Blessed Junípero Serra in 

the 18th Century, a Spanish Franciscan who was sent to Santa Barbara by 

his order a couple hundred years ago to convert the natives who had not 

yet encountered Christ in their lives. Fr. Serra devoted his life to the 

preaching of the gospel, sometimes very forcefully. Though Fr. Serra’s 

dedication, his mission built churches, hospitals, and schools for the 

sake of those who had never before been welcomed to the table of God’s 

love. 

In 2008, I had the opportunity to visit 

Cartagena, an island off the coast of 

Columbia. In today’s age, if you think of 

Cartagena, you think of rum punch, island 
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dancing and wonderful Caribbean food. Some three or four hundred 

years ago, that same island served as the home for St. Peter Claver, “the 

slave of the slaves,” a 17th Century Spanish Jesuit who traveled to the 

island of Cartagena in to serve the slaves who were being brought to the 

United States from Africa. At the time, the Catholic Church condemned 

slavery but were helpless in their fight against the American slave 

traders. As a response to this abuse, Fr. Claver traveled to the Caribbean 

to pray with the slaves, to convert them, and to welcome them to the 

banquet of God’s table, assuring them that God did not abandon them 

in the same way society had. Hundreds of thousands of souls were 

saved by Fr. Claver as the same souls were being castigated by our own 

society. 

In our own country, I think about the big cities that our tourist 

attractions where families visit, places like Chicago, Seattle, New York 

and New Orleans. Back in St. Frances Cabrini (Mother Cabrini) offered 

her own specific ministry. Mother Cabrini was a 20th century religious 

who founded the Missionary Sisters of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. In the 
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end of the 19th Century, Mother Cabrini 

heard God’s calling in the ministry of the 

immigrants who traveled to the United 

States from Europe. This holy woman felt 

that her calling was to build orphanages, 

hospitals, and schools for those who could 

not help themselves. With the aid of the Holy Father and the bishops 

from the states, Mother Cabrini built these institutions in Chicago, New 

York, New Orleans, and Seattle, and eventually throughout the country. 

She brought to the table the most innocent of people, offering them hope 

and welcome and bringing them closer to God. Mother Cabrini holds 

the distinction of being the first US Citizen to be canonized, in her case 

in 1946 by Pope Pius XII. 

Mother Cabrini, Peter Claver, Junípero Serra, Joseph Damien – Our 

Lord – these were the inspirations that helped my mother continue this 

table fellowship in her small way. I think to myself that all of us are 

called to invite others to this table of the Lord, to care for those who 
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have no one else to care for them. I think to myself that the way to be 

elevated at the table of the Lord is through Christian service, through 

extending our prayer life into the way we love others. The way we help 

with homeless shelters and food pantries, the way we pray for the needs 

of the hopeless – this is the Christian call that Christ inspires us to live in 

today’s gospel. 

If you have already responded to God’s call, the challenge rests on 

the extent on which one is willing to fulfill it. If you have not responded 

to the call at all, the challenge is in taking the first step. For it is through 

service that we are called to the table; it is through the constant service 

in our life that the light of God shines forth even more brightly and our 

place at the table becomes clearer. 

Let us join our Lord in table fellowship. Let us invite others to the 

table as well. Let us share these gifts with the people that we meet. This 

is our prayer. 
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