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Growing up, we were assigned chores each day. The one who set the table, stayed in the kitchen throughout the preparation of the meal, ready to do whatever was needed. 
But the rest of us would have to wait. Eight hungry children were not welcomed underfoot! My mother would shoo us all out until everything was ready. We were left to look to the dining room table to see what was for supper. Certain dishes and particular cutlery could yield important clues. Cloth napkins indicated a very special occasion, perhaps a special guest. The little plates with the gold edge meant there was cake for dessert. And serving racks might yield my favorite, tuna casserole. But we had to wait for everything to be ready and for those much anticipated words, “It’s time to eat!” If we were outdoors, Mum would open up the kitchen window and ring a loud bell. Then we’d come running! hunger driving us in from all corners of the woods and neighborhood.
When I taught Health, lessons focused on the importance of nutrition in planning menus to ensure all the bodies’ requirements would be met. But special meals give us so much more than protein and carbohydrates. We absorb much than vitamins. Family meals, wedding receptions, church breakfasts, or lunch with a friend, these can nourish our souls as well as our bodies. At these meals we are given the gift of fellowship and a deeper sense of belonging- each to the other and to the wider community. We share not just food, but ourselves as well. As we communicate less face to face and more through technology; a meal is an invitation to a real encounter and deeper relationship.

Throughout history the relationship between God and God’s people has been described as a wonderful, intimate meal; a feast of blessings. The table that God continually spreads before us and invites us to share is laden with all that we need for growth and wellness. 
At God’s table we are invited into a deeper relationship with God, who can continually nourish us. God’s table is available to us always, even, the psalmist says, in the presence of our enemies. 
Now, before we too quickly protest that we don’t have any enemies, Perhaps we can think of enemies as those people or situations that are trouble us. We may be in the presence of real enemies today. For some the enemy might be conflict, or cancer, depression, debt, or grief. For some, the enemy may be alcoholism or addiction; 

And with these entire households come under siege. Another entrenched enemy we can face is our own self-reliance and resistance to reaching out to others and to God. But right there. Right in the midst of the struggle; Right in the presence of the enemy, whatever or whoever that might be for you; Right there; is the table God has prepared. 

God’s table is there when we are afraid of the times that we live in, as a place of assurance. It is there when we are ill or grieving- as a place of healing. It is there in the midst of conflict- as a place of reconciliation. It is there even before we need it, before the circumstances even arise, the table is set. 
Paul knew this table. In the letter to the Philippians, the letter he wrote from prison, Paul said he had learned the secret; The way to live in all circumstances; The way to be content whether in a time of plenty or a time of scarcity. And not just to be content, but to rejoice in all circumstances. Paul was able to do this because he knew he belonged to Christ, because he lived in Christ, he could depend on God’s grace and strength. This was Paul’s secret: he lived in the house of the Lord. He knew that he was a beloved member of that unshakeable household. He knew he always had a place at the table. He was as secure as a child at home being called in to supper. All of us are called in to this supper of the Lord. It will revive us and strengthen us in many ways. It reminds us that we belong to the large household of God. 

And the whole world is invited to this banquet. In the Gospel parable, the king sends servants out in to the streets to fill the banquet hall with as many as will come for the reception of his son. The feast is already! Go and find more guests. One part of this parable that is troubling and confusing, is the guest found not wearing the wedding garment who gets thrown out. It always seemed to me that this guy got a bum rap. 
How was he to know he needed a special outfit? What does God expect from those who accept the invitation to the feast? In my parent’s generation, they were expected to dress for dinner, in mine we knew that hands and faces needed to be washed or we would be sent out to try again. Each culture has different expectations for those who accept a dinner invitation.
God does have expectations for those that would come to this table; That we bring our intentions to be reconciled with God and with one another, and with our truest selves.

And that we prepare ourselves to receive the life of Christ; Not by putting on some glittering image, some false mask of perfection or holiness. No, God accepts us as we really are. At God’s table you may “come as you are.” We are called to go out from the table as well; to spread the good news of God’s acceptance and abundance to the whole world. To a world that hungers for peace. To a world that is hungry for justice. To a world hungry for God’s loving embrace. People today are hungry for the assurance that their lives have meaning and purpose and that they are connected to others;  belong to others and that others belong to them.

In a little while, we’ll be called to the table. We’re using the cloth napkins today. The special dishes are on the table. And all the leaves have been put into the table. This table stretches out through time and space. Oh and the guests that are here today! Imagine all those who are at the other end of this table, All the saints down through the ages share with us in this feast. Loved ones that have gone before us into heaven are here at the table. All our spiritual ancestors, the great cloud of witnesses;  ready to have us join them at the feast of our Lord. At this table we have a foretaste of the heavenly banquet that has been prepared for us. At this table we will be filled, strengthened, and healed. A table is spread, a banquet prepared and ready, you’ve been invited, you belong here! Come! It’s time to eat. Amen.
