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I. Introduction 

 There are enough unwritten rules of etiquette in the American South to make baseball 

blush. “Foreigners” in this strange land will surely be surprised by (and a bit suspicious of) the 

regularity with which unmerited niceties are offered. When—not if—someone offers you 

something, it is polite to gently decline the first time, even if the thing being offered is greatly 

desirable. After all, it is unbecoming to appear overly eager.  If the host insists, one should 

always accept and do so with exuberant appreciation. In the South, hospitality is the lingua 

franca and Ma’am and Sir are the punctuation marks.  This is the haustafeln for southern living.  

 As a young boy, I received my education in the ways of southern culture from the many 

saints of my local congregation. Mr. Johnny was a particularly profound pedagogue. I did yard 

work for Mr. Johnny during the summer and quickly became an adopted grandson for him and 

his wife. On more than one occasion, after paddling the mower through the thick Arkansas 

humidity, I knocked on Mr. Johnny’s front door to inform him that I had vanquished my 

Bermuda foe. Invariably, he would invite me in for a tall glass of sweet tea and a sandwich. “Oh, 

I better not,” I would say, “I’m covered in sweat and grass and wouldn’t want to dirty your 

house.” “Nonsense!” came his retort. “Around here, we don’t eat dinner at the doorstep. We eat 

together at the table.” 

 To this day, Mr. Johnny’s gracious invitation still rings in my ears. His offer of food and 

drink was less about the actual elements, and more about welcoming and incorporating me into 

his family.  It was not enough to feed me at the doorstep, because the food was not what he was 

offering. He was offering me the opportunity to be included in his family, to sit in the same seat 

once occupied by his own son many years before. His hospitality met me at the doorstep, but it 
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did not leave me there. It invited me inside to experience something more – deep, authentic, and 

transformative fellowship. 

 Although anecdotal, this story has framed my thinking around the practice of the Open 

Table in The United Methodist Church – a practice considered by many to be a reflection of the 

rich tradition of Christian hospitality enacted in the table fellowship of Jesus Christ and the 

earliest Christian communities.
1
 However, a reconsideration of the historic witness of Christian 

tradition and Wesleyan heritage suggests that the practice of the Open Table neither expresses 

true Christian hospitality nor effectively welcomes individuals into the family of God. In fact, 

this reconsideration shows the practice of the Open Table to be deeply problematic for the 

theological development of United Methodist doctrine and polity. The United Methodist Church 

has long since struggled with issues of ecclesiology, initiation, and evangelism.
2
 An analysis of 

the eucharistic practices of first and second century Christians as well as early American 

Methodists will demonstrate that the Open Table is not only inconsistent with the witness of 

historic Christianity, but also unfaithful to the unique hospitality modeled by Christ in his earthly 

ministry. Much like Mr. Johnny, the church offers more than food and drink at the table; it offers 

a baptismal life of Christian discipleship lived within the bond of Christian fellowship. The 

practice of the Open Table too readily neglects the interplay between the font and the table and 

                                                           
 

1
 The practice of the Open Table can be defined as an explicit policy of welcoming all people to participate 

in Holy Communion regardless of baptismal, confirmation, or church membership status. In 1964, John C. Bowmer 

defines the Open Table to mean that the eucharistic meal is “open to anyone who feels drawn to it, regardless of 

baptism, confirmation, or membership in the Christian Church.” John Bowmer, “A Converting Ordinance and the 

Open Table” in Proceedings of the Wesley Historical Society 34 (1964): 109. 

 

 
2
 These topics correspond to what Albert Outler refers to as the Methodist notae ecclesia: discipline, 

worship, and evangelism. Thomas C. Oden and Leicester R. Longden, eds., “Do Methodists Have a Doctrine of the 

Church?” in The Wesleyan Theological Heritage: Essays of Albert C. Outler (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing 

House, 1991), 224.  
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leaves seekers to dine at the doorstep of the faithful community rather than incorporating them 

fully into Christ’s church.  

II. The Baptismal Restriction and Christian Hospitality in Christian Tradition 

 Hospitality has always been a key mark of faithful eucharistic practice. This hospitality 

had a distinct character that established its consonance with the revelation of Jesus Christ and his 

earthly ministry. The earliest witness to the eucharistic meal is found in Paul’s first letter to the 

Christians in Corinth (53-54 C.E.). Paul’s words suggest that within as few as twenty years after 

Christ’s death, the Corinthian church already participated in a regular ritualized meal (1 Cor. 

11:18) that commemorated the Last Supper and contained a formalized account of Christ’s 

words of institution (1 Cor. 11:23-26).
3
  

 Though Paul does not describe an explicit baptismal restriction for participating in the 

holy meal, he is clear that this meal is exclusively for the church. These people gather on a 

regular basis “as the church” (1 Cor. 11:18), which suggests an intentionality to the gathering 

together of the faithful, presumably to the exclusion of those not “the church.” There appears to 

be an implicit restriction, though perhaps not a baptismal restriction, to the eucharistic meal. 

However, Paul is clear that simply gathering together is not enough to enact the Lord’s Supper. 

There seems to be more to this hospitality than merely tolerating one another in the same shared 

space. He states that the identification of this meal with the Lord’s Supper is contingent upon the 

quality of the fellowship of this gathered community (1 Cor. 11:20-21). Paul’s words suggest 

                                                           
 

3
 Scholars debate whether these early meals were truly liturgical in the sense that they were performed 

during services of worship. Some suggest that the meals were merely ritualized conventional meals hosted in the 

homes of wealthy members. No matter the true nature of these meals, it is clear that they all served a eucharistic 

function in the life of the faithful community. Paul F. Bradshaw and Maxwell E. Johnson, The Eucharistic Liturgies: 

Their Evolution and Interpretation (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2012), 20-23.  
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that the hospitality of the faithful is the primary, if not the sole, criteria for the holiness of the 

sacred meal.  

 The church in Corinth indeed gathered regularly, but Paul rebukes the members for 

treating the Lord’s Supper as merely another meal, a private supper honoring the same cultural 

and economic divisions of pagan society (1 Cor. 11:21). Paul’s words are pointed: “Don’t you 

have homes to eat and drink in? Or do you despise the church of God by humiliating those who 

have nothing?” (1 Cor. 11:22a).  The Lord is not present in a meal that erects borders that his 

earthly ministry destroyed. Therefore, hospitality is central to the theological integrity of the 

eucharistic meal, but not just any hospitality will do. Hospitality that is decidedly “Christian” 

does the hard work of welcoming all in such a way that those present can be rightly called one 

“body.” 

 The Christians in the first and second centuries enacted this approach to hospitality by 

developing a series of rituals – moving from font to table– that incorporated seekers into the 

faithful community. The earliest documentary evidence describing an explicit font-to-table 

sacramental ecology occurs in the Didache, which is dated from the late first century.
4
 Chapter 9 

of the Didache makes it clear that baptism is a necessary requirement for participation in the 

eucharistic meal: “Let no one eat or drink of your thanksgiving [meal] save those who have been 

baptized in the name of the Lord, since the Lord has said concerning this, ‘Do not give what is 

holy to dogs.’”
5
 Further reflection on this sacramental ecology reveals a four-fold ritual pattern 

that moves participants from the proclamation of the gospel (often called proto-evangelization), 

                                                           
 

4
 I use “sacramental ecology” to refer to the organic interplay between baptism and the eucharist in the 

church’s faith and practice. Some liturgical scholars prefer the term, “economy,” but this seems too mechanical for 

my Wesleyan sensibilities.  

 

 
5
 E.C. Whitaker, ed. Documents of the Baptismal Liturgy. ACC 79. Third Edition ed. Maxwell E. Johnson 

(London: SPCK, 2003), 2.  

 



Lovell 6 

 

 

to some kind of response and proclamation of faith, to the initiation rite of baptism, and finally to 

an ongoing life of faith in the community sustained by the eucharistic meal.
6
  

 In the middle of the second-century, Justin Martyr writes of a similar baptismal 

expectation for the eucharistic meal: “After washing the one who has believed and assented, we 

lead him to those called the ‘brethren’ where they are assembled …. Then are brought to the 

president [presider] of the brothers bread and a cup of water and of wine-mixed-with-water.”
7
 It 

is clear from Justin’s account that “belief” and “assent” to the church’s teaching and way of life 

is a prerequisite to the Lord’s Table. Justin writes of the eucharistic elements, “It is permitted for 

no one to partake unless he believes our teaching to be true, and has been washed with the 

washing for forgiveness of sins and regeneration, and so lives as Christ handed down.”
8
 In the 

community described by Justin, baptism is a sign of assent and assent is enacted in baptism.  

 To contemporary hearers, Justin Martyr’s rebuke and the provisions in the Didache may 

sound like abrasive restrictions within an unnecessarily rigid sacramental ecology for a 

community seeking to enact Christ’s ministry of hospitality. However, rather than deviating from 

Jesus’ ministry of hospitality, the baptismal restriction actually demonstrates a fuller picture of 

hospitality that is decidedly “Christian.”
9
 The practices of the earliest Christian communities 

indicate that the greater act of Christian hospitality is to clearly state that the sacrament of the 

Lord’s Supper is for all those who are baptized or who desire baptism. 

                                                           
 

6
 Maxwell E. Johnson, The Rites of Christian Initiation: Their Evolution and Interpretation, Revised and 

Expanded Edition (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2007), 45.  

 

 
7
 Bradshaw and Johnson, 26-27. 

 

 
8
 Justin Martyr, First Apology, 66.2, quoted in Bradshaw and Johnson, 45.  

 

 
9
 Many liturgical scholars have challenged the lack of explicit baptismal restrictions in the New Testament 

witness and the relatively late witness of documentary evidence from early Christian communities, opting instead to 

emphasize the hospitality of Jesus’ table ministry as a model for eucharistic celebration. 
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 Because the principal action of the eucharistic meal is the enactment of the paschal 

mystery, it would be disingenuous, or at the very least inhospitable, to invite those who were 

unfamiliar with the paschal mystery to participate without knowing the reality signified.
10

 To do 

so would be akin to leaving them at the doorstep of the community without ever doing the hard 

work of fully integrating them into the Christian family. Surely this was at the heart of Paul’s 

accusation leveled against the Corinthian church. It was not enough that all had access to the 

Lord’s Supper; indeed, all members theoretically had access. Rather, it was their refusal to be in 

fellowship with one another – to become one body – that voided the Lord’s presence in their 

meals.   

 The sacramental practices of these early Christian communities and their praxis of 

Christian hospitality are important for contemporary discussions of the Open Table for two 

primary reasons: (1) The baptismal restriction for access to the Eucharist is effectively set after 

the third century and few exceptions to it are made until well after the Protestant Reformation. 

(2) The discussion here will focus primarily on the Open Table as a phenomenon in Methodist 

liturgical piety. John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist movement, sought to emulate the 

early witness of the Christian church. Therefore these early documents, and others like them, are 

relevant for contemporary consideration within the wider Wesleyan tradition.  

III. Sacramental Piety in Methodist Christian Experience 

 The Lord’s Supper has always been central to Methodist liturgical piety.
11

 The Methodist 

movement in eighteenth-century England bore marks of a liturgical renewal movement and in 

                                                           
 

10
 Bradshaw and Johnson, 17.  

 

 
11

 Mark Stamm, “The Challenge of the Open Table for the Reform of United Methodist Sacramental Life: 

Practices and Prospects” in Proceedings of North American Academy of Liturgy (Notre Dame: North American 

Academy of Liturgy, 2004) 134.  
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many ways centered on the increased celebration of the Lord’s Supper among the Methodist 

“bands” and “societies.”
12

 Both John and Charles Wesley were convinced of the power of the 

Lord’s Supper for increasing the faith of Christian disciples. In Discourse Six on the Sermon on 

the Mount, John Wesley describes the Lord’s Supper as “the grand channel whereby the grace of 

his Spirit was conveyed to the souls of all the children of God.”
13

 This spiritual grace had the 

power to convict, convert, and sanctify the participant.
14

 In his sermon, “The Duty of Constant 

Communion,” John Wesley encouraged his hearers to partake of the Lord’s Supper as often as 

possible.
15

 He himself received communion more than once per week on average for his entire 

life.
16

 

 Like the earliest Christian communities, early Methodists believed that the power of the 

eucharistic meal was contingent on the quality of their fellowship. This conviction resulted in a 

close guarding of the Lord’s Table from those who were not actively “fleeing the wrath to come” 

                                                           
 

12
 Bradshaw and Johnson, 332.  

 

 
13

 Book of Resolutions of the United Methodist Church 2012 (BOR), 947.  

 

 
14

 John Wesley believed that the Lord’s Supper conveyed prevenient grace to convict, justifying grace to 

convert, and sanctifying grace to perfect the participant. Rob L. Staples, Outward Sing and Inward Grace: The 

Place of Sacraments in Wesleyan Spirituality (Kansas City: Beacon Hill Press, 1991), 252.  

 

 
15

 Ruth writes of the Love Feast and the Lord’s Supper in American Methodism: “Each was an expression 

of fellowship, which was the dominant ecclesiological concept for early American Methodists.” Lester Ruth, “A 

Little Heaven Below: The Love Feast and Lord’s Supper in Early American Methodism” in Wesleyan Theological 

Journal 32, 2 (Fall, 1997), 59.  

 

 
16

 When John Wesley sent his abridged The Sunday Service to Methodists in North America, he encouraged 

elders to celebrate the Eucharist at the very least “on every Lord’s Day.” While the Methodists in North America did 

not celebrate the Lord’s Supper with this sort of frequency, it was not because they did not so desire. Rather, 

American Methodists strongly desired the sacraments but wanted to be served by the hands of their own ministers. 

This proved difficult because of the relatively small number of clergy in North America at the time. Thus, a 

reduction in frequency of the Lord’s Supper in early American Methodism does not correlate to a reduced emphasis 

on the Lord’s Supper in Methodist spirituality. Lester Ruth, “A Reconsideration of the Frequency of the Eucharist in 

Early American Methodism” in Methodist History, 34:1 (Oct. 1995), 47. 
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by participating in the accountable discipleship Methodist societies.
17

 In Methodist experience, 

the Lord’s Supper was not simply a remembrance of a first-century gastronomic event; it was the 

enactment of an eschatological reality in which the risen Lord was really present and communed 

with his disciples.
18

 The eschatological reality signified by both the Love Feast and the Lord’s 

Supper had implications for the policies governing those who could participate. Because the 

meal was a participation in the heavenly realm, the quality of the fellowship was paramount.  

 Lest contemporary readers conclude that this close guarding of the table was too 

exclusive, consider the depth of Christian hospitality encoded in the restriction. Methodists 

believed that God’s presence was revealed most readily in their fellowship with one another and 

only secondly in the rites enacted by that fellowship.
19

 Therefore, true hospitality did not involve 

simply including someone in a rite; it involved including someone in a community. This 

conviction was so strong that membership in a “band” or “society” was required to obtain an 

admission ticket to the Lord’s Supper. In these bands and societies, a person would slowly be 

grafted into the community and therefore be equipped to experience the fullness of God’s 

heavenly presence in the community’s ritual actions.
20

  

 The community played such a central role in Christian formation for the early Methodists 

that at the first annual conference held in America in 1773, those who were present affirmed that 

                                                           
 

17
 It is important to note here that it was presumed that most, if not all, people during this time would have 

already undergone the rite of baptism. Therefore, the early Methodists restrictions were not based on whether one 

had been baptized, but whether one was living the baptismal life in community. “A Little Heaven Below,” 62. 

 

 
18

 Ibid, 60. See also Dean G. Blevins, “Practicing the New Creation: Wesley’s Eschatological Community 

Formed by the Means of Grace” in The Asbury Theological Journal 57, 2-58, 1 (Fall 2002-Spring2003), 81-104.  

 

 
19

 Ibid, 64.  

 

 
20

 The Methodist connection between the community and the rite is highlighted by Kentuckian Benjamin 

Lakin, who said after a 1795 Quarterly Meeting, said, “I never knew till now what Christian fellowship could do.” 

Ibid, 74.  
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no one was “to be admitted into our love-feasts oftener than twice or thrice unless they become 

members.”
21

 Similar expectations were made for the Lord’s Supper. John Bennet’s Minutes 

describes the use of admission notes for Methodist eucharistic celebrations as early as 1747. The 

Minutes state: “Q. How shall we keep off unworthy communicants? A. (1) By being exactly 

careful whom we admit into the society, and (2) By giving notes to none but those who come to 

us on the days appointed in each quarter.”
22

 These restrictions should not be read as exclusions 

from a particular rite, but rather as an invitation to a certain type of eschatological community. 

Everyone was always welcome to respond to the universal call of Christ, but the early 

Methodists refused to allow this response to be motivated by vain curiosity or social pressure. 

Real commitment to the life of discipleship was required to commune with Almighty God and 

the community of faith at the Lord’s Table. Anything less risked voiding the powerful presence 

of the Divine and undercutting the theological integrity of the gathered community.  

 Today, the Lord’s Supper remains at the center of United Methodist liturgical piety. 

Surveys conducted by the General Board of Discipleship prior to the 2000 General Conference 

showed that many United Methodists believe that Holy Communion is strongly important for the 

Christian life of faith.
23

 In fact, when asked whether they would rather dispense with the sermon 

or the Lord’s Supper, many said they would dispense with the sermon.
24

 United Methodists have 

                                                           
 

21
 Ruth cites Minutes of the Methodist Conferences, annually held in America: from 1773-1813, inclusive 

(New York: D. Hitt and T. Ware, 1813), 6. Ibid, 61.  

 

 
22

 John Bowmer cites John Bennet, Minutes, no. 1, The Wesley Historical Society, p. 49.  

 

 
23

 BOR, 943.  

 

 
24

 See Mark Stamm’s introduction in Let Every Soul Be Jesus’ Guest: A Theology of the Open Table 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2006).  

 



Lovell 11 

 

 

a genuine desire for meaningful experiences at the Lord’s Table.
25

 Surely, this meaningful 

experience at the table combined with the historic Methodist zeal for evangelism is at the heart of 

the United Methodist Church’s practice of the Open Table. However, issues arise when one 

begins to consider the theological implications for such a practice.  

 III. Not Our Table, But the Lord’s: Implications for Contemporary Ecclesiology 

 Though less easily documented, anecdotal evidence indicates the problematic 

ecclesiological implications implicit in the practice of the Open Table. For example, I regularly 

hear United Methodist pastors declare in their invitation to the Lord’s Supper that, “This is not 

our table, but the Lord’s. All are welcome to come and dine with him.”
26

  This statement and 

others like it have the appearance of spiritual humility and a strong commitment to Christian 

hospitality, but in reality they are vacuous appeals to modern sensibilities around equality and 

inclusion.
27

 Phrases like this actually negate, or at the very least downplay significantly, the role 

of the Christian community in facilitating the Holy Meal. To suggest that “this is not our table, 

but the Lord’s” is to suggest that the Lord’s Table somehow exists apart from his Church, a 

notion contrary to the teachings of the historical Christian witness. The Lord’s Supper is not only 

communion with Christ; it is communion with kindred flesh as well. Therefore, the church is not 

an insignificant bystander to an individual’s experience at the table. The Lord’s Supper is a 

                                                           
 

25
 Gayle C. Felton, United Methodists and the Sacraments (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2007), 53.  

 

 
26

 Gayle Felton writes, “We believe that the table belongs to Christ, not to us, and that Christ’s welcome is 

wide.” Felton, 71.  

 

 
27

  For example, James Farwell wonders if the Open Table is not “motivated more by the modernist 

inclination not to stand in the way of what an individual desires, as long as it does no harm.” However, he 

concludes, there is some harm done by the Open Table: “the harms is to the social body and ultimately to the 

individual who perhaps approaches a very different meal than the assembly is actually celebrating.”  James Farwell, 

“Baptism, Eucharist, and the Hospitality of Jesus: On the Practice of ‘Open Communion’” in Anglican Theological 

Review 86:2 (April 2004), 236.  
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communal rite, and the church is indeed necessary for enacting the Lord’s Supper with 

theological integrity.
28

  

 In all fairness, statements like these most likely appeal to the pastoral predilection to ere 

on the side of grace among most United Methodist pastors. After all, the opening of the 

eucharistic table to the unbaptized is a practice inspired by the radical hospitality of Jesus. United 

Methodist theologian, Gayle Felton, writes, “The table fellowship of Jesus with all kinds of 

people is our model as we extend a broad invitation to come and dine with him at the table of 

Holy Communion.”
29

 The contemporary argument proceeds as follows: (1) As the sacrament of 

Jesus Christ in the world, the church should model the life and teachings of Jesus in all things. 

(2) Jesus preached that the reign of God had come. This reign was marked by the dissolution of 

social boundaries brought on by Jesus’ willingness to dine with many different people during his 

earthly ministry, many of them outcasts on the margins of society. (3) Therefore, the eucharistic 

table should strive to be equally inclusive and indiscriminate. To put any obstacle in place that 

would prevent anyone from approaching the Holy Meal is not only exclusive and, therefore, at 

least to a certain extent, judgmental, but it also stands in clear contradiction to the hospitality at 

the heart of Jesus’ ministry. According to this argument, the logic sounds clear and reasonable: if 

Jesus was hospitable to all, then the church should be hospitable to all. If God invites all to come, 

then who is the church to stand in the way?
30

 

                                                           
 

28
 Again, this calls to mind Paul’s accusation that when those in Corinth gather, it is not the Lord’s Supper 

they enact, for they do so without regard for the Body. It stands to reason then that when the community of faith 

shares all things in common and cares for one another, the Lord’s Supper is constituted and holy communion occurs 

with God and one another.  

 

 
29

 Felton, 72.  

 

 
30

 Farwell, 218-219. 
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 Accordingly, proponents of the Open Table cite how the revelation of Jesus Christ 

reinforces this divine imperative to welcome all to table fellowship. Jesus is often depicted, they 

argue, as a gracious and festive host, willing to share a holy meal with all manner of people. 

Jesus eats with tax collectors and sinners (Mark 2:16; Matt. 10:3, 11:19; Luke 7:34; Matt. 21:31-

32; Luke 15:1-2).  He taught parables that envisioned great feasts where the rich were excluded 

and the outcasts were welcome (Matt. 22:1-14; Luke 14:15-23). He even chose meals as 

occasions for some of his greatest miracles (Matt. 14:13-21, 15:29-38; Mark 6:34-44, 8:1-8; 

Luke 9:10-17; John 6:1-13). Jesus’ tendency to share meals with sinners was apparently such an 

evident characteristic of his ministry that it became one of the main criticisms voiced by his 

strongest antagonists (Matt. 9:11; Mk. 2:16; Lk. 5:30; 15:2).   

 A closer reading of these passages, however, suggests that Jesus may not have been the 

indiscriminate host that he is often purported to be.
31

 For many of his meals with sinners 

described in the New Testament, Jesus plays the role of the unlikely guest, not the gracious 

host.
32

 Additionally, Jesus’ teachings on the great feasts of a king should be understood as 

parabolic and eschatological, not a present description of Jesus’ table fellowship.
33

 If Jesus is 

establishing himself as the king/host in these stories (which is often debated), he is not a 

particularly inclusive host. This king/host sends out his servants to “those who had been invited” 

                                                           
 

31
 Andrew McGowan, The Hungry Jesus in “Bible Interpretation. Jesus/ Historical Jesus, New Testament” 

(Biblical Archaeology Society) http://www.bibicalarchaeology.org. Accessed April 22, 2015.  

 

 
32

 This is most evident in the famous description of Jesus’ encounter with the tax collector, Zacchaeus (Lk 

19:1-10). Though Zacchaeus falls victim to Jesus’ self-invitation, he nevertheless plays the role of host for Jesus and 

his closest followers. The scriptures are clear: Zacchaeus came down [from the sycamore tree] at once and 

“welcomed [Jesus] gladly” (Lk. 19:6). Jesus’ role as guest is confirmed by the response of the people: “He has gone 

to be the guest of a sinner” (Lk. 19:7). 

 

 
33

 McGowan. 

 

http://www.bibicalarchaeology.org/
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(Matt. 22:3; Luke 14:17). Only when those who had been invited refused to come does the 

king/host invite the poor, crippled, and outcast (Matt. 22:10; Luke 14:21).  

 The accounts of Jesus’ miraculous feedings seem to paint the clearest picture of Jesus as 

host. However, throughout these accounts a repeated refrain surfaces that suggests a nuanced 

vision of Jesus’ table fellowship. Jesus takes the elements, and after blessing them, he gives them 

to his disciples to distribute to the seated throng. This refrain repeated across the synoptics 

suggests a unified praxis for Jesus’ vision of ministry: he blesses, he breaks, and he gives to his 

disciples for distribution.
34

 This pattern expresses a profound ecclesiological reality. Like the 

twelve, the church, which is composed of Christ’s disciples, is tasked with distributing the 

blessed elements of Jesus’ sacrifice. The Church then is rightly a facilitator of the blessed meal. 

Yes, this is the Lord’s Table, but the Church is the one who distributes that which Christ 

provides.  

 Still, one might conclude that the Lord’s Supper should demonstrate the same open 

invitation as the Lord’s earthly ministry. In her justification for the Open Table, Gayle Felton 

writes: “The New Testament records numerous occasions when Jesus ate with people who did 

not fulfill the requirements that society thought essential to being a good person. Indeed, Jesus 

seemed to go out of his way to share meals with the disreputable and to admonish those who 

believed themselves righteous.”
35

 However, the meal signified by the Lord’s Supper should not 

be forgotten. The words of institution spoken during every eucharistic celebration call to mind 

                                                           
 

34
 Interestingly, John 6:1-13 is the only account of the feeding of the multitude in which Jesus himself gives 

the food to the people. Perhaps this is the result of the eschatological character of Jesus throughout John’s gospel. 

According to John, Jesus has significantly more autonomy and control over his surroundings. In 6:6, the author’s 

editorial comment suggests that Jesus already knows that he will perform the miracle and does so without the aid of 

the disciples. It would seem then an intentional choice of the author to front the authority and autonomy of Jesus in 

the feeding narrative.  

 

 
35

 Felton, 71. 
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the Lord’s last meal with his faithful followers.
36

 Of course, Jesus eats with sinners and feeds the 

hungry, but these meals are only a shadow of the archetypal paschal meal shared between the 

Lord and his disciples.  The Lord’s final meal, which the eucharistic meal enacts, is the only 

meal that Jesus himself properly hosted, and this meal was to the exclusion of many.  

 The practice of the Open Table privileges the individual experience over the role of the 

community and preemptively stalls any attempt to develop a robust and coherent ecclesiology. 

The church is integral to the theological integrity of the Lord’s Supper because in a very real 

sense, the church is the gift offered by the rite. The church’s epiclesis petitions the Holy Spirit to 

“make us one with Christ, one with each other, and one in ministry to all the world.” When 

people approach the table, they not only commune with God, they commune with all those 

gathered as the church across time and space. To admit people to the table who have no 

relationship with the faithful congregation deprives the congregation of their ability to commune 

with them. According to the early Christian witness, the patient incorporation of people into the 

community of faith before admittance to the Lord’s Table may be the more genuine act of 

hospitality because it seeks to establish a real relationship with the person rather than simply 

feeding them and sending them on their way.
37

 By contrast, the Open Table deprives the 

community and the individual of the fullness of God’s gift of fellowship in the eucharistic meal.  

IV. A Failure to Launch: Implications for Holy Baptism 

 Inasmuch as the faithful community is necessary for the theological integrity of the 

Lord’s Supper, the sacrament of baptism, as the initiation rite into the faithful community, is also 

                                                           
 

36
 Interestingly, one could argue that the disciples themselves went through a three-year period of 

“catechesis” during the earthly ministry of Jesus before participating in the eucharistic meal. 

 

 
37

 Farwell, 232.  
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necessary. ‘Necessary’ indeed seems like a strong word here. After all, even John Wesley was 

hesitant to suggest that God’s Spirit could only work through the sacraments. In response, 

Wesley agreed that many other “means of grace” could be used as channels of God’s grace.
38

 

However, while baptism may not be ‘necessary’ for salvation, Wesley regarded it as essential for 

maintaining the theological integrity of the eucharistic meal.  

 In practice, the Open Table too readily ignores the historic interplay between baptism and 

the Lord’s Supper.
39

 Early Christian communities regarded Holy Baptism as the initiatory rite for 

entrance into the community of Christian disciples and the Lord’s Supper is food to sustain 

disciples on their journey. In this way, both Baptism and Eucharist serve a unified function 

within the church’s sacramental ecology to communicate both the unmerited gift of God’s 

salvation and the radical call to Christian discipleship.
40

 The sacraments then – both baptism and 

the Eucharist – are less about hospitable inclusion and more about formational identity. To 

ignore this formative role of baptism is to create a culture in which worshipers are unable to 

move forward in Christian maturity. This cultivates a community in which many worshipers 

experience a “failure to launch” – a phrase that describes an inability to transition into the next 

phase of discipleship, which involves greater independence and responsibility.  

 The identity given in baptism is essential for Christian formation. Modern United 

Methodist teaching clearly affirms that when God claims us in baptism, God tells us who we 
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are.
41

 From this God-given identity all of Christian faith and ministry flows. However, the 

practice of the Open Table promotes a spiritual amnesia that forgets the formational power of 

baptism for Christian discipleship. Offering the eucharistic elements prior to the baptismal 

waters suggests that one can participate in the life-denying call to discipleship without first 

receiving the life-giving transformation of baptism.  

 In order to maintain the sacramental ecology between font and table, the eucharistic 

invitation should include an explicit invitation to baptism. Prefacing the invitation to the table 

with an invitation to the font should not be understood as putting undue expectations on a seeker. 

Rather, an invitation to baptism is a call to both seeker and community to consider their 

participation in the baptismal life. Baptism is a communal sacrament in which the Holy Spirit 

extends grace to the participant and the community.
42

 In the sacrament of baptism, sins are 

forgiven and new birth is offered through the Spirit. Justin Martyr observes that the waters of 

baptism are the “waters of regeneration” and contain the power of God to bring new life to the 

participant.
43

 This new life is formed and sustained in the faithful community, where the old way 

of life is put to death and a new way of life is learned. In this way, Christian baptism is not only a 

matter of dedication; it is a matter of faith and conversion.  

 Hence, baptism conveys grace to both candidate and community by joining both together 

in the spiritual bonds of Christian fellowship. Indeed, to be baptized is to be baptized into a 

community. The rite by its very nature is an act of initiation. To put on the new life is to live in a 

new creation, and that new creation is made manifest in the life of the faith community. The 
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testimony of Justin Martyr confirms that the rite of baptism is not only for the candidates but for 

the entire congregation.
44

 For Justin, the believing community is the tool by which the Holy 

Spirit prepares candidates before baptism and sustains them afterward. Thus, the church 

empowered by the Holy Spirit, assists in moving the baptismal candidate from death to new life.  

 The principle problem with the Open Table is that it too readily ignores the formative 

power of baptism as a means of preparation for the table. In effect, the Open Table provides the 

privilege of membership without the duties of it. It neglects the church’s clear teaching that “to 

be baptized is to be sent on a mission, to be assigned a ministry or service.”
45

 If it is true that all 

of Christian ministry has its roots in baptism, then to truly welcome one into the life of Christ 

requires baptism. In other words, to offer someone life in Christ is to offer them the baptismal 

life. The greater sign of Christian hospitality is not to invite the unbaptized to the Lord’s Table; it 

is to invite the unbaptized to the life-giving waters of baptism.  To neglect to do so is to offer the 

gospel only in part. Christ’s hospitality meets all at the doorstep of faith but it refuses to leave 

them there. Instead, it welcomes them in, trading bread and wine for body and blood. This is the 

fullness of Christ’s invitation to all. This is the fullness of Christian hospitality.  

V. An Ordinance of Conversion: Implications for Faithful Evangelism 

 The practice of the Open Table has become a defining characteristic of the United 

Methodist commitment to evangelism.
46

 As discussed already, the foundational image for the 
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Open Table is the key biblical image of Jesus eating with sinners.
47

 This image, along with John 

Wesley’s own argument for the Lord’s Supper as a “converting” ordinance, provides the 

justification for the use of the Open Table as an evangelistic practice. In referring to the Lord’s 

Supper as a “converting ordinance,” John Wesley explained that the sacrament could readily 

increase the faith, no matter how small, of the participant. To understand this in context, one 

must realize that Wesley held to an understanding of “degrees of faith.”
48

 Wesley believed that a 

person with weak faith (that is, a believer who was not yet “fully converted”) could find 

increased assurance at the Lord’s Supper.
49

  

 It is less apparent whether Wesley believed that the Lord’s Supper could fully convert 

someone who had no knowledge of the paschal mystery or had not already been initiated into the 

community of faith. His championing of the converting power of the Lord’s Supper was less 

concerned with calling unbelievers to the table and more concerned with calling nominal 

believers back to the table.
50

 John Bowmer writes that the proper conclusion to draw from 

Wesley’s assertion that the Lord’s Supper as a converting ordinance is not, “Therefore anyone 

may come,” but, “Therefore members ought not to stay away, even if they had not received the 
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full assurance of faith.”
51

 In this regard, the Lord’s Supper is a converting meal intended to 

strengthen the faithful, and the faithful should not ignore God’s gracious provision.  

 Contemporary discussions surrounding the Open Table have interpreted John Wesley’s 

quote to mean that the Lord’s Supper is an evangelistic “ordinance of conversion” rather than a 

“converting ordinance.” This distinction is subtle but important. With this interpretation, the 

Lord’s Supper becomes primarily an evangelistic tool meant to attract seekers like moths to a 

flame. By shifting the Supper’s role in the sacramental ecology from sustaining the faithful to 

converting the wayward, the Open Table becomes the pinnacle expression of evangelistic zeal. 

Seekers are now invited to “encounter” God at the table rather than to “commune” with God in 

the life of discipleship. While the eucharistic meal is one of the church’s most powerful tools for 

evangelism, it is important to note that the earliest Christians as well as the earliest Methodists – 

two groups known for their evangelistic zeal – maintained a baptismal requirement for 

admittance to the Lord’s Supper. If one asserts that the Open Table is the pinnacle expression of 

evangelistic zeal, then one must ask why two of the most evangelistic communities – the early 

Christians and the early Methodists – practiced a ‘closed’ eucharistic table. 

 Indeed, the universality of the invitation makes every eucharistic celebration an 

evangelistic and missionary event.
52

 However, it is necessary for the church to articulate exactly 

what the eucharistic invitation is an invitation to. The church in its eucharistic celebration offers 

nothing more and nothing less than “Life in Christ,” both as a gift given to us and a call laid 

upon us.
53

 It is not enough to proclaim that Christ offers us new life; the church must also 
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faithfully describe what this new life looks like and provide the appropriate pathways to 

participate in it. 

 In our culture of individualistic autonomy and instant gratification, it seems rude, if not a 

downright sin, to delay a person’s participation in the Lord’s Supper. How dare we say “no” to 

those who long to receive! Yet admitting all without qualification ignores the evangelistic power 

of human longing and desire.
54

 The decision to participate in the Christian life of discipleship is 

not a decision to be considered lightly. Thus, to welcome the unbaptized to the eucharistic meal 

without reference to the baptismal life of Christian discipleship is disingenuous and cheap.
55

 

However, by expecting those who come to the table to have been baptized or desire baptism, the 

church can establish a prophetic contrast with the world.
56

 Human longing in the proper context 

testifies to an essential and enriching dimension of an eschatological faith. The liturgy of the 

eschatological community should pattern Christians’ desires in a way that acknowledges the 

faithfulness of God even in the midst of our longing.
57

 On some level, the Open Table 

communicates an implicit distrust of God’s continued faithfulness in stirring hearts to faith. It is 

as though one must be admitted to the table whenever they “feel” the Lord, lest they miss their 

only opportunity to respond in faith and the Lord pass them by.  

 Proponents of the Open Table would do well to ask whether the rush to satisfy the 

longing of the unbaptized has more to do with modernity’s abhorrence for longing and less to do 
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with Christian hospitality.
58

 Advising people to commune only if they are baptized or seeking 

baptism should not be received as the church saying “no.” Perhaps it is best understood as the 

church saying “not yet.” Admittance to the Lord’s Supper is never denied; it is only delayed. The 

decision to delay access to the table is the Church’s refusal to offer a cheap concession to 

individual desire. It is the church’s refusal to offer dinner at the doorstep of the community, and 

instead choosing to fully incorporate the person into the faith community where true conversion 

can take place. In this sense, the church welcomes all to the Lord’s Table but chooses to do so in 

a way that acknowledges the profound transformation born in the waters of baptism. In the same 

way that an invitation to my dinner table requires one to first enter through my front door, 

navigate my hallways, and pass through my living room, so also an invitation to the Lord’s Table 

does not begin at the table. It begins in the waters of baptism. It begins in the life of Christian 

discipleship. These are the pathways through which all are welcomed to the Lord’s Table.
59

  

VI. Conclusion 

 A reevaluation of the eucharistic practices of the earliest Christian communities and early 

American Methodists shows the practice of the Open Table to be a cheap facsimile of true 

Christian hospitality. The practice keeps seekers on the periphery of the community, leaving 

them to dine at the doorstep without ever fully participating in the transformative life of 

discipleship in the deep bonds of Christian fellowship. I should be clear that I am not suggesting 

that the United Methodist Church place a strict baptismal requirement on the Lord’s Supper. Nor 

am I suggesting that pastors should once again take on the role of “baptismal bouncer.” 

However, I am suggesting that the invitation to the Lord’s Supper must contain an explicit 
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invitation to baptism in order to maintain the theological integrity of the rite. The sequencing of 

the font and table does not seem as important to me as their concomitance with one another. A 

baptismal invitation during the eucharist could be something as simple as “This meal is for all 

those who are baptized or who seek the baptismal life.” With this simple invitation, the Lord’s 

Supper presents a fuller invitation to the Christian life and becomes truly evangelistic. This 

invitation also maintains a strong sacramental ecology that acknowledges the mysterious 

interplay of font and table in the life of the church. Finally, this invitation upholds the historic 

role of the faithful community as a place of initiation, formation, and ongoing conversion.  

 Some may say that the United Methodist eucharistic invitation already contains an 

implicit invitation to the baptismal life. Unfortunately, this simply will not do. Some unwritten 

rules need to be written. People are seeking a new life at the Lord’s Table. Instead of extending 

our hands in welcome over the bread and cup, the United Methodist Church should learn to first 

extend its hands in welcome over the waters of the font, inviting all to receive the blessed life of 

Christian discipleship that is both free and at the same time costs everything. This is the gift that 

Christ offers; this is the fullness of Christ’s hospitality.  
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