
Who is missing from the celebration? 

The World Cup and Luke 14:15-24 
 

One of the most beautiful things about the World Cup is that, for a few 

weeks, the world becomes visible in one place. People sing in languages we 

do not understand, wear colours we do not know, dance in streets that 

yesterday looked ordinary. Streets and stadiums become places where people 

meet who would otherwise never meet. 

Someone from the United States wrote online that the World Cup feels like 

“America’s cousins coming over for a sleepover”; cousins they hardly ever get 

to see because the parents do not get along. I found that image funny, but 

also quite moving. Because it says something true: beneath all the politics, 

beneath all the borders, beneath all the fear, people still recognise one 

another. They celebrate together. They laugh together. They exchange shirts. 

They learn each other’s songs. They discover that the stranger is not first a 

threat, but perhaps a cousin. 

That is the joyful side of the World Cup.  

In Luke 14, Jesus speaks about the kingdom of God as a banquet. Not as a 

courtroom, not as a committee meeting, not as a lecture, but as a feast. A 

table. A place of food, laughter, abundance, conversation, and joy. 

Sometimes, when we speak about justice, we can sound as if joy is a 

distraction. But in the Bible, joy is not a distraction from God’s kingdom. Joy 

is one of its signs. The kingdom of God is imagined as people gathered at a 

table, eating together, being welcomed, being seen. 

And precisely because that joy is so beautiful, Jesus’ parable also asks a 

deeper question. At the banquet, the issue is not only that there is a feast. 

The issue is: who is there? Who is missing? Who was invited? Who was 

forgotten? Who was considered too poor, too unimportant, too far away, too 

complicated, too inconvenient? 

That question also belongs at the World Cup. 

Who is missing from the celebration? The fan who could not get a visa. The 

journalist who could not travel. The person who is spoken about, but not 

listened to. Some teams are allowed to simply play football. Others arrive 

carrying questions about war, sanctions, racism, migration, poverty or 

political crisis. Some fans can travel freely. Others meet barriers before they 

ever reach the stadium. 



And sometimes people are not missing because they are absent. Sometimes 

they are missing because we refuse to see them fully. 

Some commentators still speak patronisingly about “African football” — and 

then African teams answer on the pitch with skill, discipline and joy. A match 

or a team may look “uninteresting” from the centre of power. But for another 

nation, it may carry generations of longing, work, memory and pride. 

I also think of Germany’s match against Paraguay. Before the game, Paraguay 

was dismissed by a German commentator as not a real opponent, as “third-

rate.” Then Paraguay won. And after Jonathan Tah missed the decisive 

penalty for Germany, racist comments appeared under his social media 

posts. 

That is a bitter contrast. One team is not respected because they are 

supposedly too small, too weak, too far outside the imagined centre of 

football. One player is embraced when he performs, but racially abused when 

he fails. 

So the question of the gospel goes deeper than: who is in the stadium? It 

asks: who is truly welcomed? Whose dignity survives defeat? Whose humanity 

is still protected when they disappoint us? 

The gospel does not ask us to choose between joy and justice. It asks us to 

seek a deeper joy: a joy wide enough to notice the empty places. A joy 

honest enough to name racism, arrogance and exclusion. A joy strong 

enough to protect people’s dignity, not only when they win, but also when 

they fail. 

Because the banquet of God is not complete when only the powerful feel 

comfortable. It is not complete when some guests are tolerated but not truly 

respected. It is not complete when people are allowed into the room but still 

have to fight to be seen as fully human. 

The World Cup gives us small glimpses of what God’s table could look like: 

noisy, colourful, multilingual, imperfect, full of dancing, full of strangers 

becoming neighbours for a moment. And at the same time, it reminds us 

how far we still are from that table. 

Maybe Christian faith means holding both truths together: rejoicing in every 

real moment of encounter, while still asking, with love and courage: who is 

missing from the celebration? And how can we help widen the table? 

 



Blessing: 

May the God of the banquet bless us with joy wide enough for the whole 

world. 

May Christ, who meets us in the stranger, open our eyes to those we have 

overlooked, our ears to those we have not listened to, and our hearts to 

those we have kept at a distance. 

May the Spirit give us courage to name what harms dignity, tenderness to 

protect one another, and hope to keep widening the table. 

And may we go from here as guests of God’s grace and as hosts of God’s 

welcome: 

rejoicing in every moment of encounter, 

standing with those who are missing from the celebration, 

and working for a world where all are seen, all are heard, and all are truly 

welcome. 

Amen. 

  

 

 


