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Who is Sitting At Your Table?
Elizabeth (Betsy) Strader-Sweeney is
married to Dennis, a married priest of the
Diocese of Richmond. Both were dear
friends of John and Roberta Hydar.
This reflection comes from her
long-standing desire for a church
big enough to embrace all.

Where do you see yourself in today’s church? Is there a place
for you? Where do you fit? Do you hear a call within your heart
to do some special thing? Why do you stay? Do you have a
voice as a woman?...The questions asked of me were varied ,
but much the same. Quietly, an image began to form within me.
I saw myself sitting at a table in the church, but it wasn’t the
main table in the room. It was a table off to the side. Sitting at
the table with me were the resigned priests with their wives, the
divorced and remarried, the gay couples, the women who heard
a call to ordination, the dissenters of all sorts, brave activists
who challenged the usual ways of doing things, and people who
were just labeled different by someone.

We share stories at our table. They are stories of growth, of pain,
of encounters with a man named Jesus we met on the road that
led us to this place. Sometimes we laugh at the curious routes
that led us to this place. We keep an empty chair at our table, so
there is always a place for a new person to stop by and sit with
us.
There is an invisible circle of people gathered around us. They
are the people who went before us, our Communion of the
Saints, and they whisper guidance as we try to listen with our
hearts to each other and to the spirit.
The image of my new table began almost thirty years ago,
though I didn’t realize it at the time. I was newly married to a
priest who had resigned from active ministry. A few weeks after
our wedding, we moved from the east coast to Los Angeles for
his new job in engineering/space science. We were searching for
a parish, looking for a place to belong in that large city environment. Through a series of unexpected events, we found the people of LA CORPUS.
We were invited to a meeting in the home of one of the members. We gathered around his living room coffee table to celebrate Eucharist. An elderly married priest, sitting in a
wheelchair, began to pray. All of a sudden, the image of priest
and husband were “one” for me, a new vision of church was
given to me.
When we moved back to the east coast to care for our aging parents, we discovered we weren’t welcome at the parish table. My
husband was refused communion at Sunday Liturgy, when the
pastor-emeritus proclaimed to all present that my husband was
excommunicated. The pastor told us that our marriage meant we
were “public sinners and not welcome in church.”

At first, many of us felt rejected, perhaps banished to this place.
But, then we listened, and we discovered the beauty within each
of the people sitting together at that table. It was good to be
there.

But that terrible day was actually a beginning. People began
gathering to become our new table. Our gay friends came to our
house to offer support. CORPUS friends reached out to us over
the phone.
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A long line of people, rejected for one reason or another by the
church, would meet us and say: “I used to be Catholic…but.”
Amazing stories were shared.
I grew up in a small Appalachian town. Stories are important in
those mountains. Stories teach us who we are. When the people
of Catholic Committee of Appalachia decided to write a third
pastoral (https://www.ccappal.org/publications), they did it in
the voice of story. The title is The Telling Takes Us Home:
Taking Our Place in the Stories that Shape Us.
You will find wisdom, prophecy, and social gospel in the pages
of that document. Are we brave enough to hear it?
Today, as angry voices speak of refusing communion to anyone
not deemed perfect enough, or faithful enough, perhaps we need
to see again the image of Jesus sitting at the table.
He sat there with sinners; He washed their feet; and He welcomed everyone. He taught them through the telling of stories.
And,

He offered himself in bread and wine so we would have the
energy we needed for our life journey. And, one day we will find
Him at the heavenly banquet table….and everybody is going to
be there!
Who is sitting at your table today?

