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The title for today’s sermon may mean little to you, unless you are Margaret Akerstrom.  The phrase, the training table, is not one that exists in everyday language; and is, in fact more-or-less, a technical term.  But Margaret, who serves as the Associate Athletic Director at Northwestern, described for me the details of a training table, so that I might share them with you.  In the world of competitive sports the training table is the place where athletes gather to dine on specially planned meals; meals that are meant to provide the right balance of nutrition and energy, the right balance of what it takes to create the capacity to begin the game and the stamina to win the game.  
The training table is a supervised, scrutinized setting where athletes are separated from those who might lead them astray with Fritos or Twinkies; Jayne’s homemade turtle cookies or Kim’s Mexican Chocolate Cookies (oh I can’t wait for Cookie Walk).  Yes, the training table is a disciplined and a safe place in the athletes’ lives, a place where a master nutritionist gears the dining experience toward what they need to accomplish their goals.  It is a place where all has been orchestrated toward that which is beneficial to the building of bones, the boosting of energy and the betterment of performance.  
Peter, the apostle, must have known something about a training table, because as he writes the churches in his charge, the churches of Asia Minor,
  he seems to be inviting them to come to the training table; a table set specifically for those who are training to run the race set before them by Christ.  He seems to be saying, the master nutritionist has structured a dining experience geared toward what is beneficial to the building of spiritual muscles, the boosting of divine energy and the betterment of peak performance as sons and daughters of the living God.  Yes, Peter seems to be calling those who would follow Christ to a training table that will equip them by serving them food that will create the capacity to begin the game and provide the stamina to win the game.  

And like at any other training table, there are some items Peter tells his listeners are forbidden, items that must never appear on a dedicated athlete’s plate; items that we must, in fact, get rid of if we mean to be successful in our endeavors.
First on the list is malice.  We must rid our training tables of malice. Malice in this text means those thoughts, those actions that are motivated by plain old ill will; those behaviors that seek to do others harm.  Malice arises when we have been done wrong, or perceive we have been done wrong; it rises when, for whatever reason, we seek revenge.  Malice takes up residence in our insides and does more harm to the one who harbors it than it will ever do to the one who is its intended target.  Malice is a cancerous substance and cannot be countenanced at God’s training table. 
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Now, it may not be easy to rid ourselves of malice, but there is one in our nation’s history who offers us a powerful example of doing away with this deadly thing.  On March 4, 1865, four long years after the first salvo of the Civil War was fired at Fort Sumter, four long years of sons taking up arms against fathers, of brothers fighting against brothers; on March 4, 1865, just weeks before this bloody contest reached  its final crescendo, Lincoln stood on the east facing  steps of the Nation’s Capitol
 and said of the those who survived the atrocity of the war, “with malice for none, with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation’s wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan – to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations.”
  

In the midst of the pain of the searing heat of war, in the midst of the first move toward healing a nation torn asunder by difference so deep as to defy description, Lincoln called this nation to its greater self, called our nation to a training table where malice was not on the menu.  Malice for none, charity for all; at the training table where Lincoln stood, at the training table that Christ sets, there is no place for malice.

At the training table Christ sets there is not room for deceit or hypocrisy.  Deceit, a willingness to welcome duplicity in dialogue and in relationships; deceit that way of living that says it’s OK to tell a lie if it seems to serves a purpose that seems good.  And hypocrisy, that behavior that deems it just fine for me to say one thing to your face and something all together different behind your back.  There is no room at Christ’s training table, no room for those who call ourselves children of God to deal in actions that are meant to shield the truth behind layers of innuendo and encrypted code; no room at all.  In fact, at this training table it is not so important that we agree, but it is paramount that we have rid ourselves of deceit and hypocrisy so that we may trust each other to tell me the truth, in love.  The work of those who sit at Christ’s training table is too precious, too serious, too necessary to allow these items place.
And envy and slander are too deadly, as well, for our diets.  I will never forget, when I was a newly minted pastor in Boston, one weekend I ended up double booking myself and had to ask another, less experienced minister, if she would fill in for me at one of the engagements.  I supplied her with all of my materials and sent her off to do her best.  It was too bad that she was not yet ordained, too bad she did not have the benefit of attending Northwestern and Columbia and Boston Universities, too bad she had not had my years of experience working at some of the most renowned universities in the nation, too bad, but what could we do, I was double booked.
Oh, I thought, how disappointed they will be when Rev. Imani walks in the door instead of me.  But God is so good to me, because he allowed me to learn an important lesson early in my ministry.  Because, you see, when I called Rev. Zanetta, the pastor of the church where I could not go, when I called her to tell her I owed her for my absence that day, my sister Rev. Zanetta raved so long about Rev. Imani that I never got to offer my apology.  In fact she raved about things Rev. Imani did that I had never done, raved about the ways Rev. Imani spoke, ways that I have never tried and she raved about the connection Rev. Imani had made with her congregants, a connection, well you get my drift.   Rev. Zanetta went on and on about Rev. Imani’s gifts and told me to go on and stay busy because now she had found the right minister to meet the needs of her people, and it was not me.  It did not matter what Rev. Imani had or did not have, it did not matter that she had not walked the halls of academe the way I had, it did not matter at all, for on that day Rev. Imani was the woman God wanted in that place, on that day she was the one who had what God’s people needed.  And Rev. Zanetta ended the call by loudly praising God for double booking me and hung up thanking God for Rev. Imani without so much as a nod in my direction.  
Pride and envy go together and my pride led me to envy Rev. Imani for just a little while, until God reminded me at God’s training table there is no room for envy, pride or slander. 

Beloved of God, if we are going to be equipped to do the things that God is calling us to do, if we are going to be able to speak truth to power, serve those who are without, draw in to our community those who are seeking an authentic relationship with God, if we are going to be a place of power and light in our community, then we must put away these things that are not good for us or for our community.  We must put away any instance of malice or deceit, hypocrisy or envy; we must put them away because they are the those habits most apt to destroy not only the individual, but the mutual love to which we are called as believers in Christ.  
We must put them away and instead crave the pure spiritual milk.  And what is the pure spiritual milk?  Our English Bibles often struggle to capture the meaning of the original Greek of our text.  The central word used by Peter in this verse is logos, which means word, the pure spiritual milk is the nourishment of God’s word.  We must crave what God gives us in God’s word.  We must crave the peace that comes from walking in the ways of God.  We must crave the joy that is gained in serving God, the hope that comes when we trust in God, the power that comes from God’s own spirit, the patience that comes when God brings forth fruit in our lives, the love of God that is ever present because the Divine self is itself love.  We must crave the things of God given to us in the word of God.  Crave the forgiveness that God is ever ready to give when we have made a mistake, crave the holiness of God as we live our lives set apart for God, crave the justice of God for all of creation and especially those who are without the things they need to live a life of dignity and hope.  

And it is no mistake that the biblical text uses the word crave.  For when someone craves something they do not want to wait for it, it becomes a right now thing.  Babies crave food when they are hungry and if you have ever been around a hungry baby you know they will not be silenced until their craving is met.  I have not born children from this body but I am told when a pregnant women craves something someone is going to get up and go out even in the middle of the night so that craving can be met.  Peter wants us to know that there are some things we should not have and some things we ought to crave and once we have tasted of the peace, the confidence, the forgiveness, the kindness, the love, the hope of God, once we have tasted of these things we will see the results of eating from a well laid training table, we will see the results in our lives, we will be strong and able to run the race that is set before us; we will see the results in our lives, we will gain stamina and not give up when the race gets long or the course winds up hill; we will see the results for we will persevere and make it to the finish line, still filled with vigor and power for we have eaten what is good for us at God’s training table.

Come beloved of God, come as the Psalmist invites you to do, come as the choir invites you to do; come taste and see that the Lord is good.  Yes come, for the race is still to be run, come because you and I are the athletes on the track, come the training table is set, and the food has been chosen especially for you.

God of creation all powerful wise, Lord of the universe rich with surprise, maker, sustainer and ruler of all, we are your children you hear when we call, call us now to your table our God and we will come.
� This � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epistle" \o "Epistle" �epistle� is addressed “to the strangers dispersed through Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia, elect,” (five provinces of Asia Minor) though it otherwise appears to be addressed to Gentiles rather than to the � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jew" \o "Jew" �Jews� of the � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diaspora" \o "Diaspora" �Diaspora�.
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                                                                                                                    1 | Page

