HUMILITY AND HOSPITALITY

Sermon for the Fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost, September 2, 2007

Readings: Jeremiah 2:4-13; Psalm 81; Hebrews 13:1-16; Luke 14;1, 7-14

Sermon text: Let mutual love continue. Hebrews 13:1
If you are up in Maine this October go see the newly reinstalled ninth century BC Assyrian sculptures at the Bowdoin college museum in Brunswick. The Times (8/31/07’ E29) tells us that one in particular has elicited attention: beautifully carved in gypsum and nearly six feet tall it depicts in profile a regal figure—easily identified as a king,  It is an image in fact of Ashurbanipul II—the first Assyrian king to have relations with the kingdom of Israel then ruled by Omri. At one time dozens of these larger than life figures lined the king’s throne room. Originally painted in bright colors they were meant to impress and intimidate visitors.

One is reminded of Shelley’s sonnet, familiar to schoolchildren still, I believe,  “Ozymandias,” which tells the story of a traveler who encounters” two vast and trunkless legs of stone” and near them in the sand” a shattered visage…whose frown and wrinkled lip and sneer of cold command” commend the artist’s ability to capture a likeness.

And on the pedestal these words appear: 

‘My name is Ozymandias, king of kings; 

Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair.” 

Nothing besides remains. Round the decay 

Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare 

The lone and level sands stretch far away.

 The vanity of kings has no boundaries. The same sentiment and attempt to intimidate and impress may be seen in Mayan reliefs and Chinese palaces. What else is a military parade about? 

But it is not so with the true King of kings.

We read this morning a famous passage found in Paul’s letter to the Philippians that is titled “A song of Christ’s Humility” in the Enriching Our Worship collection of liturgical texts (scholars believe Paul is quoting a current hymn or canticle praising Jesus). 

Though in the form of God

Christ Jesus did not cling to equality with God.

But emptied himself taking the form of a servant

And was born in human likeness,

Being found in human form he humbled himself

And became obedient to death, even death on a cross.

Therefore God has highly exalted him 

And given him the name above every name,

That at the name of Jesus every knee shall bow,

In heaven and on earth and under the earth

And every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord

To the glory of God the Father.

Why are we here? What is our purpose as a church?

To know and to love Christ, and to share him with others.

We are gathered here to worship and pray, and that is an essential, important and enduring job of the church. But what we are also about is making disciples of those who gather, those who are called Christians, those who have chosen to follow the way of Jesus. We are called to attend to the word of God in scripture—and apply it to our own lives. This is Christian formation. This coming to know Christ. If so—and I will be preaching on our role of discipling in the coming months—then let us attend this morning to the virtue of humility. For, if the “only wisdom we can hope to acquire is the wisdom of humility; humility is endless” as T.S. Eliot has written (“East Coker”)—then learning humility is closely aligned with knowing Christ.

What then is humility but self-emptying (the Greek word is kenosis)? The Son first divested himself of the form of God—eternal, beyond suffering and change, powerful—and became human—mortal, vulnerable, dependent. And even in human form, obedient to the will of the Father, he poured out his life for others. A prayer for mission puts it eloquently:

Lord Jesus Christ, you stretched out your arms of love on the hard wood of the cross that everyone might come within the reach of your saving embrace.  So clothe us in your spirit that we, reaching forth our hands in love, may bring those who do not know you to the knowledge and love of you, for the honor of your Name. Amen. (Book of Common Prayer, 101)

But well before he opened his arms on the cross he taught lessons on humility to his disciples—one of which we hear today. Invited to a Sabbath meal by a leader of the Pharisees—an honor--he noticed them watching them closely to see what he would do. Meanwhile he was noticing how the other guests chose “places of honor” to sit—and told a parable or instructive story—the point of which was that “all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.”

Serve, rather than expect to be served. Then, to those who are faithful, comes the reward—as last week’s gospel story—in which the master of the house came home late and rewarded those servants who were awake and prepared to greet him—they were rewarded, remember, by the master bidding them to sit as he himself went and prepared a meal and served them. So God indeed has come among us to serve and made of his own body and blood the sacrificial meal.

Practice then the discipline (part of discipleship) of humility. Not cringing and acting like someone who is worthless and undeserving—humility is not abasement. But, aware of your worth and stature as a child of God and a unique individual with dignity, gifts, intelligence and love to offer—humility is knowing the truth about oneself. But the example of the self emptying of Christ as well as his explicit teaching suggests that his disciples do not need to be anxious about asserting or proving their self worth to others; they do not seek the limelight, the head seat, the passing attention of a world obsessed, as it has always been but perhaps even more so, with the veneer of celebrity rather the accomplishments of merit. 

Another part of our mission statement: “to love Christ and to share him with others” pertains to the remainder of the gospel lesson. Right after Jesus tells the parable about choosing a humble seat he offers a lesson on hospitality. Using hyperbole he says don’t bother about inviting your friends and relatives to dinner—for they can invite you in turn and what merit is there in that? But if you are indeed looking to be generous and hospitable, invite those who cannot repay you: the poor, the crippled, the lame and the blind. And you will receive your reward in the sight of God—and of discerning others. This also is the mission of the church. 

And now, remember that service and hospitality can be practiced with graciousness and joy. That sharing a meal, lifting up others instead of oneself are joyful acts. That we work and we rest. God is good. Celebrate and rejoice.

In the name of Christ, Amen.
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