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With my seven siblings and I all living within a couple hours of each other, we are able to get together pretty regularly.  As with most families, those gatherings are usually centered around food.  But as our family has expanded through in-laws and nieces and nephews, to the tune of about 40 people, one minor challenge we face is to have enough places for people to sit when we eat.  It is interesting then to observe where and with whom people choose to eat.  Without sounding too stereotypical, our family is a lot like others in that… the guys find the chairs and tables closest to the television or barbeque grill; the women seek out a more quiet place to have intimate conversations; the teenagers group together in the basement; and the little children just eat and run out to play.
Choosing with whom we eat may not seem like a big deal, but it says more about us than we may think.  We usually choose to sit at table with people we want to develop or foster a relationship, which is usually with those who are like-minded.  The significance of meals and who you ate with was especially true during the First Century, when a meal with someone established a kind of bond.  Jesus did not take this tradition lightly when he chose to accept an invitation to dine at the home of Matthew, a tax collector.  Since tax collectors worked for the Romans, and they often cheated money from people, the Pharisees put them in the category of sinners and outcasts, not to be associated with.  For Jesus to go to the home of a tax collector and eat with him made a public statement that he was interested in a close relationship with him.

Jesus certainly would have known that his choice to have dinner with Matthew and his tax collector friends would have come under harsh criticism.  The scene takes place early on in Jesus’ 3-year ministry and he decides to make it pretty clear up front about the kind of people he is going to associate with.  With his choice of establishing relationships with people who are seen as the ‘bad guys,’ the author is telling us this story to help us SEE that Jesus came to establish the Reign of God that includes ideas of forgiveness and inclusion that our human minds have not conceived of before.

This story is part of a larger story in Matthew that has before it and after it, teachings of Jesus on forgiveness.  The author wants us to make the connection between God’s forgiveness of sins and his desire for EVERYONE to be included in the Kingdom of Heaven.  So to understand the significance of Jesus eating dinner with sinners, let us look more closely at his bigger mission of bringing God’s forgiveness to humanity.  

Forgiveness ultimately leads to both parties being changed.  For two people to able to forgive one another, both must be willing to make some changes in themselves.  (Stay with me for a moment as I get into what we call ‘Christology’ which is a big word for the meaning of Jesus’ role as the “Christ” for the world.)  Jesus brings God’s forgiveness into the world and takes the role of ‘mediator’ as a human himself to try and get people to accept God’s forgiveness and change the way we treat one another.

When Jesus offers forgiveness to sinners, such as the tax collectors of his day, he challenges them to change their ways.  At the same time, Jesus is trying to get those who pigeon-hole others as sinners to stop judging.
The Pharisees represent a little in all of us who have in our mind a set of rules we want everyone else to live by.  And if someone crosses one of our rules we quickly assume that God does not like them either. Jesus is trying to get the “sinners” (all of us!) to accept God’s forgiveness and change our ways.  At the same time he is trying to get Pharisee rule-stuck people (all of us!) to change the way we exclude certain people from the possibility of being our equals at table with God.  Only by understanding God’s great love and forgiveness of US is that possible!

This whole message of forgiveness and inclusion builds up to Jesus final meal with his apostles when at the Last Supper, when his Body and Blood become the ultimate sign of a meal in which ALL are forgiven and ALL are saved and invited into the Kingdom of God.  In the Eucharist is God’s ultimate act of forgiveness for our own sins and for those of others we thought were unforgivable.

If we dare to come forward and consume the Body and Blood of Christ Jesus, we are committing ourselves to living out that same kind of love and forgiveness.  Just as it was a shock for the Pharisees to see Jesus dining with the sinners of his day…some might still find it hard to believe that Jesus is truly present now at the Altar…right here among sinners… inviting us to change our ways…and dine with him in the Kingdom of Heaven.  Imagine that!
