Sunday, March 24, 1985
MORE THAN A LESSON IN ETIQUETTE
Luke 14:7-11

Jesus was a frequent guest at dinner parties.in this instance, reported in Luke’s Gospel, he
had been invited to dinner at the home of a ruler a pharisee, one who was high up in the
governing circles. who the other guests where we don’t know, but Jesus noticed that a-s the
guests were taking their places around the table, some of them quickly took the places nearest
the host or hostess, the seats of honor, they automatically assumed that this is where they
belonged. Others who thought they were equally important had to settle for seats further down
the line.

Seeing such actions and attitudes gave Jesus the occasions for telling a story or parable. For
telling a story or parable. He said, “When you ‘re invited to a dinner party, don't just
automatically take the seat of honor. It might happen that a more distinguished guest than you
have been invited, some you don’t even know or someone you thought as being less important
than you. Your host or hostess then would be forced to say to you, I'm afraid that you are
going to have to give up your seat for this guest. And with considerable embarrassment, you
will have to sit in the lowest place.”

Rather, Jesus said, “It is better when you are invited to a dinner to go and take your seat in an
inconspicuous place so that when your host or hostess come in, you may be the one who is
pleasantly surprised. He or she may say to you, “come now my friend, we have a much better
place than this for you.” then Jesus added the comment — ” For those who exalt themselves
will be humbled and those who humble themselves will be exalted.”

This parable, although it comes from a situation where etiquette or protocol is involved, is
much more than a lesson in etiquette. It speaks to us on several levels.

First it has something to say about our day-to-day relationship with each other. It reminds us to
practice humility as a way of helping us to become humble people.

In the story, Jesus pokes fun at our own silliness for trying to think we automatically deserve
the most honored place. Perhaps some of you have been embarrassed at one time or another
in this matter of protocol and maybe your feeling has been hurt because you have had to give
way to someone the host or hostess wanted to place higher. Then you.

Jesus knew of our human tendency to exalt ourselves in the company of others. We want
others to know that we have power and influence. Governments and other organizations and
institutions employ chiefs of protocol for fear someone might be insulted if they are placed in
the wrong position in a receiving line or at the wrong place at the head table.

We judge ourselves and others by such outward signs of importance, where one is seated,
where someone lives, the labels on one’s clothes. Do you suppose that’s why in the past few
years clothing labels have been on the outside so everyone can see them?

Jesus reminds us: if anyone would be first, he or she must be last of all and servant of all.”
that’s in stark contrast to the way the world operates. We like to believe that those who are first



will always be first that those who are at the head table at our banquets will be at the head
table at God’s banquets. Not necessarily so, says Jesus. “For those who humble themselves
will be exalted.”

And this leads us to a second and deeper level in which this saying of Jesus speaks to us. It is
in some of the humbling experiences of life that we can meet God. Or to put it another way,
many times it is not until we are humbled that we are open to God and then following that, we
are exalted in the right way.

We can be humbled in some surprising ways and in some of the everyday events of life and
meet God in another person.

In his book entitled “Ragman” Walter Wangerin, Jr. a minister, tells a story about such an
experience.

It is about his adopted son, Matthew, whom he describes as being borderline hyperactive. “The
kid leaped before he crawled and played football before he talked. He watched the televised
games with his whole body, that is, he ran every play in the living room, dropping back for the
quarterback, shooting forward for the wide receiver, making magnificent dives for bullet balls,
and then managing to tackle himself against class hutches and expensive China. Matthew was
the whole team, at the age of four.”

Wangerin says of himself, “Now | am a patient man. I'm a pastor. I'm paid to be patient. But
Matthew heard other drums. . . He watched what he called “The Six Million Dollar Man” with
worshipful attention. And that which he believes in becomes.”

There came the day, when in order to find some peace for my work, | commanded my son to
his bedroom, then bowed my head over my typewriter and began to write, when an almighty
crash erupted from Matthew’s bedroom, together with the sound of splintering wood.

The bedroom door was still shut. No matter. | could read instantly what the “Six Million Dollar
Boy” had done — for his foot stuck through the door two and a half feet above the floor. When
| opened it in the proper fashion, | dragged a child in the proper fashion, | dragged a child out,
smiling, on his back. “Hi Dad,” he said, “I tried to come through.” through my teeth, strangled
screams and very heavy judgment upon a child’s head. | soon took the smile from his face,
even before we took his foot from the door.

At the age of eight, Matthew ran away from home. This is the cause-effect sequence as best
Wangerin can remember it, and as he looks back, he can understand why the boy ran away.

At night we prayed a regular prayer, certain portions of which I italicized for the edification of
my son. We prayed, “Jesus, Savior, wash away, all that has been wrong today. Help me every
day to be good and gentle, more like thee.” and then the sons Matthew and Joseph were to
close their eyes in fine and tired obedience and go to sleep.

But on a particular night energy sizzled in my Matthew. | folded my hand, standing between the
beds. We were a picture of familial devotion. “Jesus, Savior, wash away all that has been
wrong today. Help us every day. Matthew, what are you doing?”

Matthew had slipped from covers and concentration was sitting on the floor, emptying a
cardboard box of some 3000 football cards. “Sorting my cards,” he said.



“No, you're not.” Through my teeth. “Were praying. It's time to go to sleep. In bed, please, fold
your hands, please. Now, Jesus, Savior, wash away, all that has been wrong today. Help us
Matthew, what of the room. He was going toward the bathroom. “To brush my teeth.”

Well, toothbrushing is my rule, after all, and the boy is obeying a rule, grant him that and |
shouldn’t countermand rules which earlier | had extolled with wonderful proofs of importance.
Patience is a virtue. | let him go. | bowed my head and waited. Patience is a virtue, yes, but
Vesuvius is a volcano.

When he returned, broad-grinning, white-toothed, content with himself, we made white-
knuckled folds of our hands again, and again we drove into our prayers: “Jesus, Savior, wash
away all that has been wrong — — Matthew, where are you going?”

“To the bathroom. To go the bathroom.” and what was | to do? If he did not go to the
bathroom, the kid would wet his bed, and then his mother, and my wife, would find good
reason to become his protector and my adversary, herself defeated by wet, stinking sheets.

When he bounced back into the bedroom and back into his bed, when he folded his hands so
sweetly, he noticed a certain smolder in my countenance.

“Aren’t we going to pray?” He spoke. “Tomorrow,” | roared, “We wore the prayer out tonight!”
“Aren’t you going to hug me?” he said.” Tomorrow, | thundered, and left. “Tomorrow!”

Breakfast. My wife called the children, four of them, to wash their hands to eat. Three of them
washed their hands to eat. Three of them washed their hands. One of them didn’t budge. | was
reading the sports page in the living room. | was no longer a patient man. “Matthew,” | said,
“Didn’t you hear your mother?” “Yes,” he said, “I heard her.”

“What did she say?” “She said, wash your hands.” “And why haven’t you washed your
hands?” In perfect innocence, the child looked up at me from the floor. With perfect rationality,
lifting two fingers, he answered me. “Because she didn’t ask me twice.”

Wangerin then remembers that all his rhetorical skills, honed for more than ten years in the
pulpit, flashed in the living room, damned a child for a no-account and withered his soul to
nothing. “I sinned against my son.”

That afternoon he ran away. Clarence Fields, Cub Scout Leader called from the church. “Is
Matthew not coming today?” “He should have come straight from school,” his father answered.
“That’s an hour ago. He isn’t here yet,” said the Cub Scout Leader. Matthew's father covered
the mouthpiece and spoke to Joseph in the kitchen. “Do you know where Matthew is?” his
brother said, “Yes” and then said “No.” “He ran away,” said Joseph, “But | don’t know where
he went.” “From home?” “He said he wasn’t worth nothing. He said he wasn’t coming back!”
Then Joseph cried.

And said Wangerin, “a hammering began in my own chest.” It was no easy thing to tell the
Scout leader that Matthew ran away. This is my son. This was my doing. The Cub Scouts
immediately deployed, all leaped into the Leader’s car to go looking for Matthew.



For my own part, said his father, | didn’t know what to do. There was water in me that
threatened to drown my soul—-and | could have been glad to die, or to weep, once. Lord, how
| have mishandled my son, my son, my busy, exuberant vulnerable son!

| went out the front door. | wandered into Bayard Park and began to cross it through trees. Oh,
my son, what have | done to you? Guilt is a very real pain, thick in the chest, sharp in the gut,
and almost intolerable.

Then | saw him, Matthew, dragging his little self across Powell Street and into the park, coming
home. | didn’t touch him. | didn’t have the right. | held my distance and fell in step beside him.
“You ran away?” | asked. “Yes.” “But you came home.” | said, “| saw a man. | thought he was
going to kidnap me. | was afraid. So, | came home.”

We went home in silence, he to his room, | to my study, where | sat in my chair and could not
move. | faced the open door and grieved for the past and the future together. | think it was a
half hour later that Matthew passed that door, glanced in, saw me and stopped. “You okay,” he
said. “No,” | said, “Are you sick?” “No. Yes.” He gazed at me for a moment, perplexed, and |
dropped my eyes. Without a sound, neither sobbing nor sighing, | cried. “Oh-h-h-h,” said
Matthew softly. “No, dad,” he said, “Don’t worry.” He came into the study and put his hand on
my knee. ‘| love you,” he said. He smiled briefly. And he left.

Then Wangerin thought to himself. “That child!” That child had no right to forgive me! Where
did he get the knowledge? Where did he get the maturity, the transfiguring power to make me
his son and to make his son free? No, this was not logical. The sequence, somewhere
between my sin and his charity was breached, some other cause had cracked into the
process, and Wangerin whispered to himself, “Except God be in you.”

A door had opened in the universe, and through my son, and in my face. The Glory of God had
burst from a little child. | was humbled and | was healed. Amen.



