28th Sunday - Luke 14:16-24

"Come, for all things are now ready".

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ!

Today's Gospel Lesson relates to us the Parable of the Great Supper. Luke quotes it for us as a portion of the table-talk (conversation) of Jesus at the house of Simon the Pharisee. He informs us that a rich man gave a feast to which he invited many people. In accordance with the custom of those days, he sent his servants to the invited guests to remind them of the banquet.

"Come; for all things are now ready." However, three of the invited guests gave the servants their regrets, offering various excuses for being unable to accept the proffered invitations.

The first had just bought a field, and had to inspect his new purchase. We presume that he had not bought the field without looking at it, but property ownership often produces arrogance in man, and he goes off to feast his eyes upon his new purchase, and to tell himself again and again, "It is mine — all mine."

The second had just bought five yoke of oxen, and at that very moment was obliged to test them. Presumably he had not been cheated into paying good money for lame or blind oxen, but here was a man caught up in the demands of big business; he was not about to break away for something so stupid as a pleasant social evening with his neighbors. He couldn't understand how the other invited guests could find time to waste at such a silly affair. Business, as everyone knows, comes first. Probably he fancied himself the only sane man in the community.

The third man had recently married, and therefore could not come. The other two guests at least offered excuses; this one merely said gruffly, "I cannot come."

What is the meaning of the parable, dear brethren? The Great Feast is the Holy Eucharist, the Body and Blood of the Lord. The servants are the priests. The rich man is God Himself. The invited guests are all who have been baptized in the name of the Holy Trinity. We are talking here about the Divine Liturgy.

What do we know, beloved, about the Holy Eucharist? It is a Sacrament, at the celebration of which we receive, under the visible forms of bread and wine, the actual Body and Blood of Him who became incarnate for us and died for our salvation. The Sacrament of the Holy Eucharist was instituted by our Lord at the Last Supper. There He offered to His disciples the bread, with the words, "Take; eat; this is my Body." There He offered the cup, with the words, "Drink ye all of it; for this is my Blood of the new covenant, which is shed for many for the forgiveness of sins." He then exhorted them to maintain this observance in His memory until His coming again.

The essence of the Holy Eucharist is this: whoever approaches it with faith, reverence and purity truly partakes of the very life of Christ, and becomes one with Him, united with His Body and Blood, a living branch joined to the true Vine, in which he is nourished and flourishes.

Every believer should participate in the Holy Communion as often as possible, in order to rekindle within himself the flame of divine life. Just as a branch cannot bear fruit if separated from the vine, neither can we lead fruitful lives, unless we abide in Christ.

Our Lord invites us today to participate in His Great Feast. "Come; for all things are now ready." I cannot believe that any of our beloved Orthodox faithful will refuse the Lord's invitation this Christmas.

Whoever approaches the Holy Chalice, we all clergy, or laity, must approach only after proper preparation; after fasting; after repentance and confession to God in the presence of a priest (Sacrament of Penance). As St. Paul writes, "But let a man examine himself, and so let him eat of that bread, and drink of that cup" (I Corinthians 11:27).

I conclude my sermon this morning with a true story. In ancient times, Alexander the Great visited the city of Athens. There he met the humble philosopher Diogenes, who was lying down taking a sun bath. Alexander the Great stood by Diogenes, introduced himself, and began to recite all of his titles and achievements. After Alexander had concluded, he asked Diogenes, in a condescending manner, if there was anything that he, the great Alexander, could do for Diogenes. Diogenes, without rising, merely motioned with his hand, and asked if the Great Alexander would kindly step a little to the side, since he was blocking the sun.

Diogenes had a true sense of values. With all of his achievements and titles, Alexander was to Diogenes a mere mortal, and the sun was far more desirable, far more valuable.

In the same way, beloved, our everyday concerns sometimes hide our view of Christ, who is our Sun. Just as every human being, plant and animal needs the sun, even more so do we need our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, without whom true life would be impossible?

Amen

