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“Come to the table.” It’s one of the simplest invitations we know, and all of us have known it, and its variations – “Supper!” “Time to eat,” “Dinner is served,” – since earliest childhood. I don’t think there is any other basic human need besides eating that so naturally involves a ceremonial gathering. Maybe it all began with the discovery of fire, and the circling of the clan around the roasted meat. Certainly from a very early stage of human history eating in groups became a norm, and was then very soon subject to ceremonial elaborations: feasts for celebration being most common.


The religious tradition of Jesus, as some of you have remembered a few minutes ago downstairs at the Seder, included an important ceremonial family meal to celebrate the Passover, the deliverance from slavery in Egypt. People came to Jerusalem if they possibly could for this great festival, but its most important solemn ceremony happened in small family groups, around the table. There, around the table, the episodes in that story of deliverance from slavery in Egypt were symbolized by the food the family ate: unleavened bread, bitter herbs, wine, roasted lamb. The same thing happens to this day in the households of our Jewish friends and family.


Jesus gathered on that Passover with his closest friends, his disciples, in a room that they had reserved in the city. As the familiar ceremonies of the Passover unfolded, Jesus varied the symbolic meaning slightly, and in a way that has shaped the lives of his followers for twenty centuries since. St. Paul wrote down what happened that night about twenty years later, in a letter to the church at Corinth: “The Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it, and said, ‘This is my body which is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.’ In the same way also the cup, after supper, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.’”


That is what we do. We gather as a family of faith, as Jesus’ friends and followers. We eat the bread and drink the wine and we remember him, as he asked us to do. In this solemnly joyful Holy Week, the most important week of our life together, we do it with a special degree of alertness and sensitivity. On this night, as we share the bread and the wine and remember how close Jesus was to his suffering when he celebrated Passover, we too experience the joy of the meal, we celebrate the freedom from of old, and we acknowledge the shadow of death that is falling over the savior. The freedom that he re-established for us he bought with his own life, his whole life given for us, so that we could reclaim ourselves as children of God.


And not only we who are gathered here; all around the world tonight, in majestic city cathedrals and tiny country churches, the family of Jesus are gathered to wash each other’s feet, as Jesus washed his disciples’ feet, and to share in this holy meal of bread and wine. All around the world tonight people are gathering as Jesus asked them to do, to do what he did, to remember him, and to give thanks for his presence with them. We give thanks for his presence among us, and with all those millions of others around the world,  our sisters and brothers, to whom we are united by our common love for Jesus, and his profound and joyful love for us. In Venezuela, in Cuba, in Iraq and Afghanistan, in China and Iran, in places we sometimes think of with uneasiness and suspicion, our brothers and sisters in Christ are united to us and to Jesus. 


That was his wish and and his mission, to gather all people to God, as children of God, as intimate associates, as members of a family who eat together, who live with each other, who accept the bad of each other with the good, who forgive each other what they cannot change. You remember that Jesus often ate with people who were considered unsafe, unclean, unhealthy, uneducated. He did it because he understood them, he loved them, and most of all, because he wanted them to believe that in spite of their limitations, and the difficulty that they had being accepted, God loved them and accepted them. Jesus wanted them to know that they were free from the prejudices people had about them, free from the burdens of their poverty, free from the contempt in which they were held. They were his sisters and brothers, children of God.


We give thanks for God’s loving us, coming to be with us, sharing the whole of his life with us, giving his whole life for us. We come to this table, after humbly washing someone’s else’s feet, and even more humbly having our own feet washed, and we give thanks for Jesus’ presence as we come, for his gift of his life. We pray that as we receive his gift of life it may strengthen us to offer hospitality, compassion, forgiveness and joy to people around us, people who may feel a need to be included, to have a family table to which to come, around which to gather. Come to the table, with gladness, humbled, set free from whatever binds you. Come to be with Jesus. Jesus is here, we are here, we are all here together. Come to the table.









Amen.

