Humility
Sunday August 29, 2010

First Lesson:
Apocryphal Book of Ecclesiasticus 10: 7-18

Psalm: 
112: 1-10

Epistle: 
Hebrews 13: 1-8

Gospel:
Luke 14: 1, 7-14

Nancy and I attended Luke Thompson and Kristin Nartaker’s wedding last year in Michigan. It was a beautiful ceremony, full of wonderful symbolism about two individuals becoming truly one flesh. Part of this wedding was a sand ceremony. In a clear glass vase about 18 inches tall, someone previously had poured two layers of sand of different colors. Just after Luke and Kristin were pronounced husband and wife, they each took another glass of sand again of the two different colors. Simultaneously they poured them into the vase mixing the two colors together. And as another custom dictates, we all, family and friends, drove to a local hotel for the reception.
When we arrived we found that everyone was assigned a table to sit and enjoy the festivities. The wedding party was seat on a Dias, a raised table at one side of the hall – the highest level. Their family and close friends were assigned the tables just below the Dias – the second level. Then all of the rest of the friends were seated at tables throughout the room – the third and lowest level.

You might visualize the seating chart as a pyramid with the least and most important number of people at the top at the point. The next level, a little larger in number, was the family. And the largest and lowest level, the friends, is the base. This is first reality. All wedding receptions function this way. And it was so when Jesus attended a dinner at the house of a Pharisee.
The hierarchy of the seating arrangement at this event, as was the custom of the day, was determined by the importance of each attendee. The more important, politically and socially, were seated closer to the host. Then the junior members of the Council would sit at the next level. Maybe his newer friends or acquaintances sat here as well. The lowest level was reserved for everyone else who may have been invited. Before you get too judgmental about Pharisees, this seating arrangement exists today in the business world, the political world and the military. I have attended many meetings at City Hall and a few change of command ceremonies at NAS. At each of these gatherings, the seating arrangements were the same as this wedding that Jesus attended. This seating arrangements were the result of either formal seating arrangements or informal happenstance.  
In Jesus’ parable, he inverts the triangle. He told us to seat yourself at the lowest level. If the host recognizes you and asked you to sit closer or higher then he honors you. Honor is bestowed on you by someone else because you earn it. However, you still must be humble.  What Jesus was illustrating in his story was how God values humility. God speaks to us from the beginning about humility. In Proverb’s 22:4, Solomon wrote, “The reward for humility and fear of the Lord is riches and honor and life”. In Isaiah 57:15, “I (God) dwell in the high and holy place, and also with those who are contrite and humble in spirit”.  We sit in a high place because we approach God with a humble heart. Philippians 2:3 reads, “Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regarding others as better than yourselves.” “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus”.
Humility is not meekness. It’s a proper orientation with God and a proper orientation of our heart. Humility is contrary to Pride and self- importance. 
Humility is the placing of another’s needs before your own needs. I’ll show my regional bias and say that we Southerners can adopt this notion quicker than any of our fellow Americans. When one of the unwritten traffic rules is, “Oh no, you first,” thinking of others comes easily. Jesus’ ministry had a multitude of healings, feedings, compassion for the poor; he was derided for spending time with sinners and finally raising some from death.

I could easily blow our St. Barnabas horn. We have and we will continue to reach out to others. I have a sneaking suspicion that we have already obtained a reputation as a parish that highly values Christian outreach. 

We can do more by emphazing two areas. One is listening. Listening is different than hearing. Listening is placing self aside and concentrating on what another person is saying. Active listening is internalizing the words and asking more meaning, understanding and clarity. This is the essence of communication. We, at St. Barnabas, have some very important decisions to make in the next few months. Listening to each other is going to be very important.
The second area of importance is prayer. We must pray from the heart. In order to pray for each other we have to listen to the other person and whatever he or she is asking us for prayer. Praying for each other requires that we focus on one another and put our needs aside. I fully and whole-heartedly support our prayer teams. Please avail yourself of our prayer teams. Also we must not make any decision concerning St. Barnabas without prayer. If we listen to God in all things, we will be blessed. To do otherwise would doom us to failure because we go forth on our own volition and not God’s. God’s grace is essential for our lives and our collective lives.  Prayer is the true manifestation of humbling ourselves before our fellow Christians and God himself. It orients us in a right relationship with God.

So let’s go forth to serve our Lord, not meekly, but humbly with the power of the Holy Spirit. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled and he who humbles himself will be exalted.

Amen.

