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As Christendom was waning, the Episcopal Church ratified a new identity in the 1979 Book of Common 
Prayer.  This new identity brought us to practice baptismal ministry and made the Eucharist the central 
part of our Sunday worship.  Now, after living this theology for over 30 years, we are faced with the 
growing practice of Open Table in the Episcopal Church.  The two are not unrelated.  Perhaps we did not 
anticipate that we would arrive at the place where we are considering the reversal of the traditional 
order of Sacraments.  Yet, as more and more congregations practice Open Table, we are called to 
confront the incongruity between practice and traditional theological thinking. 
 
The Episcopal Diocese of Eastern Oregon owes an enormous debt of gratitude to our brothers and 
sisters in the Episcopal Diocese of Washington who participated in the Valparaiso Project1 for their 
brilliant, reflective work as articulated in Stephen Edmondson’s article “Opening the Table: The Body of 
Christ and God’s Prodigal Grace.”2  We celebrate this work because of its faithful and rigorous 
theological reflection on the liturgical life of these parishes.  We will refer extensively to this article 
because we find that it conveys an in-depth theological discourse on the practice of Open Table. 
 
First, we hold up that it is indeed “too easy to limit this practice of Open Table to a simple statement 
about hospitality”3 especially when the implications of this practice constitute such a challenge to our 
Christian identity.  We would, however, expand on this statement by saying that hospitality is never 
simple.  While our instinct of hospitality may be manifest in many of our non-Sacramental, non-liturgical 
yet traditional practices,4 we recognize these same practices to be born out of our call to ministry.  To 
open our boundaries to the beloved children of God means that we first must understand our 
relationship to God in a way that empowers us to be Christian ministers.  Thus hospitality is always a 
practice of Christian ministry.  Indeed many would say it is the heart of Christian ministry. 
 
Second, we enthusiastically affirm the articulation of communal life in Edmondson’s article in these 
words: “the community of Christ’s body has integrity in the midst of these open boundaries because it is 
defined and held together by its bonds, not its boundaries.” 5  Life in Eastern Oregon, as in many rural 
areas of the Episcopal Church, is one that quite literally is not able to afford the traditional arrangement 
of parish existence, most notably one priest for each parish.  We are a diocese whose people have come 
to learn the meaning of baptismal ministry through necessity.  As such, we have also come to 
understand these bonds of baptism as powerful and therefore empowering.  Yet, instead of yielding a 
practice of scarcity over the concern that we won’t have enough nourishment for ourselves, the norm of 
baptismal ministry evokes a natural response to offer the Table’s gifts because we know ourselves to be 
servants in response to the grace we experience as baptized members of Christ’s Body.  We are the 
Body of Christ and we choose to offer ourselves as sacrament to all the children of God. 
 
Third, we hold deep admiration for the interpretation of the parable of the Prodigal Son6 expressed by 
the people of Washington.  In particular, we wholeheartedly concur the practice of Open Table helps us 
to see how the forces that prevent us, as prodigal sons and daughters, from returning to our loving 
parent are not other people, but rather are “the spiritual and material forces that oppress us and 
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 The Valparaiso Project on the Education and Formation of People in Faith (www.practicingourfaith.org) is a Lilly Endowment 

project that explores the importance of practices in Christian life and considers how greater attention to practices might 
contribute to theology and theological education. 
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 The list of hospitable Christian customs is endless.  Examples are: coffee hour, feeding programs, 12-step groups, etc. 
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 The people of the Diocese of Washington understood the grace of Eucharist through the parable of the prodigal son where the 

father does not expect his long-lost son to overcome hurdles in order to receive the grace of his love.  In this reading, Christ is 
identified as the elder son.  
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separate us from the love of God.”7  We understand these forces not to be found naturally in the heart 
of another human, but rather in the systemic sin of institution as articulated by Walter Wink.8  While we 
do declare the Church to be Christ’s Body, we also must be able to remind ourselves that it is a human 
institution, indeed our human endeavor to proclaim God’s profound and radical love for the whole 
world incarnate in Jesus Christ.  And as a human institution, it is prey to the very forces that oppress and 
separate.  Grace as mediated in the Sacrament of Eucharist, is nourishment for our redemptive work in 
and with human systems, most especially the very one we have been charged with stewarding. 
 
This redemptive work cannot be done only by those within the system but must involve people outside 
the system.  Therefore, when people feel called to our Table we, as stewards of our Table, are called to 
welcome them so that we might work together towards redemption.  This is not to proclaim that all 
people are “anonymous Christians,”9 but it is to say that as Christians, we more than anyone should 
know that the mystery of our Sacraments is beyond our ability to comprehend and, by implication, 
beyond our ability to contain.  Our location as Christians enables us to identify the Holy Spirit at work, 
not to own it.  Nonetheless, we are wholly responsible for stewarding this Table, not to create 
boundaries as if we could protect the Sacrament, but to point to it and translate to all who come among 
us that God is incarnate in the flesh of the Son.  And we must not be wary, but faithful that the Holy 
Spirit is present and guiding those who come, while we bring our ministry of service and hospitality to 
our most sacred place. 
 
This brings us back to mission.  The practice of Open Table does more than extend welcome to those 
who choose to come to the Table with us.  This practice calls us to be more intentional about our 
ministry.  It is no longer the responsibility of the cleric to ensure the people at the railing are baptized 
Christians.  It is now each person’s responsibility to walk with and stand beside the strangers in our 
midst as they come to our Table with us.  If we as baptized people assume there are going to be 
strangers among us rather than assume everyone at the Table is an insider, then we learn through 
liturgical action to take responsibility for ministering to one another. 10  This empowers us to minister to 
and be in full relationship with all of God’s children and leads us to realize more tangibly and more 
extensively the vows of our Baptismal Covenant.  These vows not only guide us in our common life as 
the Body of Christ, but uphold us in our relationship with all of creation and, indeed, become the very 
vehicle for mission.  If all are invited to the Table where we as baptized members are called to be 
stewards, then that stewardship necessarily extends beyond the walls of the church building into 
creation.  There is no more powerful foundation for working together than the shared experience of 
Sacrament. 
 
We see this time as a cross roads where the practice of Open Table is asking more of us than we are 
accustomed to giving.  It is not easier to have an Open table.  On the contrary, it requires much more of 
us as baptized Christians than the traditional ordering of Sacraments.  Open Table asks us to take our 
baptismal vows more sincerely because we now see ourselves, not the clergy, as stewards of our Table.  
While we ask the priest to preside at the Table on our behalf, our participation at the Table shifts 
dramatically when we assume we will be meeting strangers there.  Therefore, the practice of Open 
Table requires a more intentional catechumenate in order to prepare all the baptized to be both 
stewards of the Table as well as recipients of its grace. 
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 Walter Wink’s book The Powers That Be: Theology for a New Millennium (Galilee Doubleday, 1998) discusses the sin inherent 

in the systemic nature of institutions “when a particular Power becomes idolatrous – that is, when it pursues a vocation other 
than the one for which God created it and makes its own interests the highest good…” pg 29. 
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 Karl Rahner’s theory as found in Introducing Theologies of Religions by Paul F. Knitter, Orbis Books, 2002, pgs 72-74. 
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 This is especially true as the 1979 Book of Common Prayer designates Eucharist as the regular Sunday worship. 


