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Luke 14:1, 7-14

“Can I come to dinner?”
“We are what we eat.” Nutritionists and health food advocates of every stripe will tell us this. And it makes sense. Thus, what we eat is important. In addition, equally important (say sociologists and anthropologists) is how we eat.
We all know that how we eat is filled with societal rules. At the dinner table I was told by my parents to sit up straight, don’t slouch. And there was more…..much more. “Chew with you mouth closed (which was really difficult with braces); don’t put your elbows on the table; don’t eat with your fingers; did you wash your hands before dinner, young man?”  Burping was gravely impolite (even though I made reference to the urban myth that some cultures understood burping to be a polite way of expressing that you enjoyed the meal).  And, of course, it was necessary to ask to be excused from the table and not just get up and leave after finishing. 
These are just a few of the rules which abound in each culture regarding the consumption of food. Why do these rules exist? (I used to wonder that a lot as a child.) It is because eating is not simply an individual affair. Eating has social implications. If eating were simply an individual affair between you and Wilson cast away on a deserted island or even strictly a family affair, there would be very little need for rules. But since, eating involves strong social intercourse with others, an entire system of etiquette dos and don’ts exist. We are all familiar with Emily Post. Thus, it is not only what we eat and how we eat, but with whom eat that is important. All three of these are concerns of Jesus as he sups with a distinguished Pharisee.

Since our gospel is about a dinner party, let me tell you a dinner story. I grew up in a lower middle class blue collar working community. Dinner was always between 5 and 5:30PM because that is when the fathers would be home from the factories and shipyard. Dinner was always a family affair. But as often was the case neighboring children playing at your house (regardless of the number) were always invited to stay for dinner. The rule was “what is one more plate” even if it could mean 3 or 4 more plates. The invited guest simply squeezed in between the baby in the high chair and one of the brothers or sisters. Dad and Mom sat at the ends with Mom sitting at the end closest to and with easy access to the stove and other kitchen functions. There was no dress code. It was come as you are and sit in the middle of our family. Plates didn’t match nor did glasses. One was just as likely to get a Clarabelle the Clown glass which used to contain Welch’s jelly as a plastic cup with teddy bears on it. The tall beer glass with Schlitz written on it, however, was for Dad. 

In the culture of my youth, eating dinner was intensely personal because you were invited to the very core of family life-----the hearth and the very survival of the clan----food. The invited guest was offered sustenance that could be given to a family member. Being invited to eat dinner in a blue collar working class home was thus the height of hospitality and sacrifice. I never remember anyone ever having dinner parties for co-workers or the boss or the vestry for that matter. There were the Labor Day and 4th of July BBQs, but again, these were mostly for family and relatives. The point I am trying to make is that being invited to someone’s house for dinner was a result of love and closeness. You invited the people you cared about and you wanted to be with. It was the fellowship that mattered. It was not about “entertaining;” it was not about schmoozing. It was about being with people who had your back, who would be there for you when others abandoned you. It was about being with people who loved you warts and all. Your Uncle Bob might be this year’s prime candidate for the Darwin Awards but you know he is your Darwin Award uncle and so you invite him along.

As a result of this, I was in for a shock when I arrived as the Assistant Rector in a small but wealthy town in North Georgia. People in the South are known for what is called Southern Hospitality. Thus, as the new Assistant Rector, people were very kind and hospitable to both Janice and me. Quickly our social calendar filled up as we were invited to eat dinner at lots of people’s homes. However, what we were unaware of was the societal, cultural rules for dinner in this small southern town which were very different than what we had grown up with in suburban working class Boston.
Our first mistake was to think that we were being invited into the personal core of a person’s home life. That was what we were used to: kids, a mother-in-law, and dog under the table, a bit of chaos, but heck---welcome to our family. We were under the impression that people must really like us a lot for we were invited over to quite a lot of many homes for dinner. Well, we may have been liked but in a different manner to which we were accustomed. 

After a few dinners, I noticed a pattern beginning to evolve. First, we were never the only couple invited. There were always two to three other couples who were also invited. At first I thought that all those invited were really good friends. Right? To me the people you invited into the very fabric of your home life were people you cared the most about and wanted to share your life with. But that just wasn’t the case. Although most of the couples knew one another, they were not always very close friends. Hmm. That seemed odd to me. I wondered why anyone would want to sit down and eat with someone in their home with whom they didn’t necessarily care to be with. 

In addition, I began to notice that no children were invited, only the adults. And the children of the couple’s home in which we had been invited were to make an obligatory “Hello; good evening,” and then were sequestered off in their rooms or a subterranean basement “family” room not to be seen or heard for the remainder of the evening. And the family dog was either spending the night at the kennel or drugged with doggie downers and banished to the garage.
I also noticed rather quickly that Janice and I were frequently improperly dressed. The men wore brightly colored cotton slacks (reds, greens) and equally brightly colored Izod golf shirts with the long tails in back so as not to pull out of one’s pants. They wore Topsiders boat shoes and no socks. The women all wore Laura Ashley type clothes.

When it was time for dinner, the hostess would lead the way to the dining room table and then proceed to tell everyone where to sit. After several of these, I began to notice a seating pattern as Janice and I were always given seats in the center and never off at an end. They were seats of prominence. Some even had our names in calligraphy on little cards situated above our dinner plate. 
We also learned that this type of dinner socializing was very popular. Frequently on our way over to someone’s house for dinner we used to play a game and try to guess who the other guests would be because dinner wasn’t the intimate, “enter to the core of all that is important to me” family meal of our youth. But it was a strictly structured social stratification event in which one was to be heavily guarded. I can remember once when Janice shared at a dinner table that we had lived together prior to being married. Well, there was an awkward pause as the men’s eyes cast downward and the women fussed with their hair and looked out the windows. “Well, I declare,” said one astounded woman, “I believe I’m going to have the vapors!” 

I felt embarrassed. And I was angry at Janice for sharing this very personal information. You see, I knew that our dinner companions were people who didn’t want to get to know us as intimate friends but only to get to know things about us for purposes of socially stratifying us. For you see the most devastating part of these dinners was the after dinner gossip. Southern Hospitality is often a veneer for under the surface is some very nasty, character assassinating gossip.

It wasn’t long after a string of such “dinner” engagements that the rector invited me to speak with him in his office. In his very aristocratic demeanor----in a kindly way really---he wanted to “suggest” to me that Janice and I start having some of these dinner parties. He said that he had heard “rumors” that people had kindly invited us over for dinner and we had not “yet” reciprocated. “I’m sure they are just too busy at this point being new and all and so many people wanting to meet them……….but we were just wonderin’…………..,” said one woman.” Sweeter than peach cobbler!

So, we did. We started inviting people over for dinner, but we did it with a twist. We invited over one couple at a time without telling them in advance that they were the only couple. For the first 20 minutes they would check their watches and look out to the street expecting others to arrive at any minute. In addition, we would tell people to bring along their children especially babies and toddlers when Michael was just a baby. We also encouraged people to come in shorts, flip flops and comfortable clothes. We also only invited over those with whom we really cared about. There were a lot who were never invited because dinner wasn’t a social pay back event. It was come and be with us as we break bread together. 
As a result of this, something interesting happened. Those with whom we were close started inviting us----and only us----to their homes. And we ate at the kitchen table with the entire family not in the formal dining area with name cards and cloth napkins. You see, people want to and are willing to share who they are and what they have in a natural “family” way. People are willing to open up their arms, their hearts and their table of food without pretense.
Now, I am going to tell you the reason for this whole long build up and how it relates to our gospel lesson for today. Jesus addresses a group at a dinner party. What he says has nothing to do with morality and therefore whom we should or should not invite over our homes for dinner. And it is not about how we need to be open in our churches to all persons inviting everyone in. As a matter of fact, it is not about shoulds at all. Rather, this Biblical story is about God and what God is doing not what we should or should not be doing. The person doing the inviting is God. God is inviting ALL of humanity to be in an intimate personal relationship with God. Like the dinners of my youth, God is inviting us over to God’s house out of love and care. What God is saying is that I want to be with you. I love you, and I want you to live a life of peace and happiness. And I, God, can make that happen if the two of us get together. I don’t care about your job, social status or if you cheat on your income taxes. I am not about that. I have put that all aside. I just want to be there for you so that this life can be the best, most joyous it can be. And I, God, can make that happen. So let’s get together. Give me a chance. Sit down with me; eat with me; talk to me; tell me where you hurt and what’s bothering you so that it can be better.
This is outrageous, of course; and it is not at all what most people think a God who’s a card-carrying member of the God Union ought to do. But it is what the mystery of Christ is all about. Because by that mystery, God’s love and forgiveness are intimately and immediately present in full force to everyone in the world, virtuous or wicked, Christians or not, simply because the Word of God in Jesus is present to everyone in the world. Nobody has to clean up his act in order to be forgiven or loved; all anybody has to do is believe (trust, have faith) that she is home free already, and then enjoy the forgiveness she has had all along by passing it on to everybody she runs into. Therefore, the only unforgivable act, if there is such a thing, is refusing to be forgiven or to accept the invitation.

The church is not the pipeline through which the work of God in Christ is funneled to the world. It is not true that if you get yourself connected to the church, you get a happy ending and if you didn’t you are out of luck. The church, mistakenly, has taken the God in Christ who said he was the Light of the world and turned him into the Lighting Company of the world, complete with access fees (lots of good deeds) to paid before you can tap into his power, and the threat of a cutoff in service if you don’t keep up the monthly payments with righteous acts. But if Jesus really shines as the Light of the world the way the sun shines as the light of the earth, then nobody needs to do anything to get the light. The mystery of Christ shines from one end of creation to the other absolutely free. The church doesn’t have to tear around telling people to get themselves wired into Jesus. It just has to bring them the hilariously Good News that if only they will trust Jesus and open their eyes, the darkness will be gone. And it will be gone because it was never there at all.

We are all invited to participate in life with this God in Jesus. We are all invited free of charge sinner/saint alike. And when we arrive at God’s house for dinner, it doesn’t matter what we are wearing or from we come or what we have done. We are invited into a personal relationship because God loves us and wants to be with us. And when we arrive there are no rules of etiquette and assigned seats. In plain terms, our faith is not about keeping the rules. Our faith is a response to an invitation by God to be together. 

So, on Sunday (the Sabbath) September 19th all of you are invited to come on over to our house----the rectory for dinner. Wear what you like. Chew with your mouth open. Put your elbows on the table. If you do, then you will experience a foretaste of the Kingdom of God----of life in, around and with God. Invitations will be mailed out soon. The reason for the delay is that I am having a bit of a problem getting God to sign them.
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