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22nd Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year C
Mealtime
Every time I go to Columbus, I cannot believe how many restaurants there are and how many people fill them every day.  Even in our area we have plenty of restaurants and several new places opened this past year.  Eating is obviously about more than just the food.  Why else would restaurants put up decorations, worry about furniture, and even show sports games or have live music?  Why else would we dine out in groups and rent fancy banquet halls for special events?  Besides the food, the experience of sharing a meal, whether at home with family or friends or out at a restaurant, is an important part of life.
For Christians, meals have an even greater importance that goes beyond the camaraderie, relaxation, and enjoyment that all people seek when sharing a meal.  St. Luke made a point to emphasize the meals of Jesus in his gospel because he realized that Jesus was doing more than just eating.  At every meal, Jesus was teaching by his words and his actions about the Kingdom of God and about the sacred meal of the Eucharist.  

Father Eugene LaVerdiere made this point in a book he called Dining in the Kingdom of God.  Fr. LaVerdiere noted that St. Luke reports ten meals of Jesus, beginning with the banquet thrown by St. Matthew, or Levi, when he becomes an apostle (5:27-39), continuing through the Last Supper (22:14-38), and ending with the meal Jesus shares with the disciples after his resurrection to convince them he is not a ghost (24:36-49).  Today’s meal at the house of a Pharisee on the Sabbath is the sixth meal reported by St. Luke.  

At first, it seems that Jesus is merely giving advice, like we heard in the first reading from the Book of Sirach: “Humble yourself the more, the greater you are, and you will find favor with God.”  Jesus applies this to a meal.  He tells the guests not to presume that they are important, and he tells the host to share his food with the needy.  

This is good advice, but Jesus is also describing the Kingdom of God and the Eucharist.  To enter the Kingdom, we must humble ourselves in this life.  We must admit our sins in Confession and stop seeing ourselves as the most important person on the planet.  Only then will the host, who is the Lord, say “My friend, move up to a higher position” and exalt us in heaven, just as He exalted Mary, the most humble of women to the highest position as the Queen of Heaven.  There in the Kingdom, we will be surrounded by the people we helped without receiving any reward—the people who were needy in this life.  Precisely because of their inability to repay us, Jesus says, we will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.  
The celebration of the Eucharist is meant to be foretaste of the Kingdom of God on earth.  We gather together in humility without places of honor.  But each time the priest, as the representative of Jesus, invites us to move up to the altar and to receive the greatest of honors—to receive Jesus himself in the Blessed Sacrament, to have communion with our heavenly host.  We need this heavenly food to strengthen us in mind and body because, compared to Jesus the host, we are the needy guests: the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind.  We are weak in mind and body, and only communion with Jesus can heal us.  
If we can picture ourselves taking part in this heavenly banquet whenever we come to Mass, our desire for the Mass and for holy communion will increase.  The parts of the Mass will begin to make more sense.  For example, when I say before communion, “This is the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world; happy are those who are called to his supper,” we will truly appreciate the honor of this invitation and our need to share this meal with the Lord. 
Sharing in the Eucharist each week is the meal that binds our Church family together.  Whenever some members are absent from the Eucharist, our family bonds are weakened.  In the same way, families need to share meals to bind them together.  At least once a week, but better yet, every day, we need to share a meal with our family and those in our house—a meal that includes prayer and sharing the events of our lives.  Then every meal becomes something sacred, and beyond the camaraderie, relaxation, and enjoyment of the meal, we will start to see something deeper, like St. Luke.  We will begin to see, in each common meal, a glimpse of the Kingdom of God and the Eucharist.
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