A New Beginning- Serving Others Humbly
Pentecost 14
Luke 14:1, 7-14

August 29th, 2010
Dear friends in Christ,


It’s wonderful to be able to say I’ve now nearly completed one whole month in Utah.  It’s been great in so many ways.  During this beginning month I’ve tried to have us think about some important Christian themes from our lessons.  I’ve talked about the promise of blessings, the commitment to God’s Word As it speaks to us as law and gospel. Last week I talked about worshiping rightly as a congregation; reminding ourselves that worship is about God, not us; worship is to be a delight and not an obligation; and all of life is to be an act of worship.  I want to complete this first month by talking about another important theme, serving others.

I think we would all agree that Christian service should be at the very center of any congregation’s life.  We gather for worship, but we go to serve.  Worship and service are connected, like two sides of one coin.  They really are inseparable.


A congregation that only gathers for worship and fellowship, soon becomes a rather unhealthy place.  It can become self-absorbed, like a private, social club.  Last Monday, Melissa and I went out to Antelope Island in the Great Salt Lake.  It was beautiful.  I thought learning about the lake and the whole ecosystem of the brine shrimp and the brine flies and the birds that feast on them while migrating, was fascinating.  As you know, the Great Salt Lake, like the Dead Sea in Israel, has no outlet.  Water flows in, but not out. It loses water strictly be evaporation.  As a result, the minerals that are brought in to the lake settle to the bottom, causing the high salt content.  It’s too salty for fish to survive.  It often has an unpleasant odor.  It’s interesting and it’s part of God’s creation.  But it can’t support life like a Utah trout stream or a fresh, Minnesota lake.  Water flows in, but not out.  In much the same way, the Holy Spirit is meant to flow both in and out of our lives.  A life that does not serve, and a church that does not serve, becomes stale and unhealthy.

So, to be healthy, we serve.  Jesus models this and teaches this in a number of places.  But it is not only the act of serving that’s important, but the attitude with which we serve.  That’s the point he makes in our gospel lesson today.  It’s about how we serve.  Today I want to talk about two key points Jesus teaches about serving.  We are to serve humbly, and we are to serve freely.

The first parable Jesus uses teaches that we are to serve, indeed to live, humbly, not seeking recognition.  Don’t strive for the highest seat of honor and put yourself forward, but seek the lowest seat at the banquet table.  Perhaps it will be the will of the host to call you forward, and then you will have a seat of honor.  But it is at the host’s invitation, not your own.

That, of course, is the polar opposite of what society teaches.  Our culture teaches that we should strive for recognition from others.  We should work towards achieving those positions in life where people look up to us and honor us.  Do whatever it takes to get to the top so that you’ll be noticed and respected.  If some people have to be stepped on or stepped over as you’re climbing to the top, so be it.  The most important thing is to get to that position of recognition.


But the Christian ethic taught by Jesus in today’s lesson is entirely different.  The Biblical word for this attitude is humility.  A similar word is meekness.  In the Bible, it has a very specific meaning.  It does not mean weakness.  It does not mean letting everyone run over you and mistreat you.  What it does mean is to be so confident about God’s presence in your life that you don’t have to be recognized.  You don’t have to strive to achieve places of honor in the world because you know the Lord recognizes you and loves you.  If it is his will to call you forward to a position of recognition, so be it.  If not, that’s ok, too.  We all are on different paths, all on our own journey.  What matters is your relationship with God, not what others think.


But it is so easy to fall into the trap of striving for recognition and exalting ourselves above anything else.  History is full of examples.  Does the name Tiger Woods ring a bell?  Here’s a guy who is the most recognized athlete in the world.  Because of his wealth, fame, and position as the #1 golfer,  somewhere along the way he began to believe he was invincible and was entitled to anything he wanted.  Well, we know what he wanted and his handlers arranged for that.  But what was the end result?  A crash. Literally.  A wreck.  His marriage, his family, his fortune, and even his golf game have all come completely undone.  Would you like to trade places with him right now?  I sure wouldn’t.  Jesus says all who exalt themselves will be humbled.  Tiger Woods is just one example of a long list of people who have found out the painful truth of his words. Hopefully he will receive the word of grace and be able to live a healthier life in the future.
 The need for recognition is part of human nature.  We can’t eliminate it completely.  We need to be careful about pointing fingers at others, for as the old saying goes, when you point a finger, three point back at you.  In coming to a new congregation, part of me says I want Our Saviour’s Lutheran to be the finest and most recognized Lutheran church in the Salt Lake Valley.  Wouldn’t that be great.  And, as pride wells up, part of me says, I want to be recognized as the finest Lutheran pastor of all! Everyone else will look up to me!  And then I read this lesson.  Is that what God wants?  Is it about striving to be the biggest and the brightest and the best in the kingdom?  Or is it about trusting that we are already valuable and special to God?  Is it about trusting in God’s will, rather than our own?  That’s humility, and that’s our starting point.  Now don’t get me wrong.  We should have a vision for our church and plans for the future.  And we will do that as I become more acquainted with the church and our unique setting.  But it needs to come from a spirit of humility, seeking where God wants to take us, rather than where we think we should be.   I got a kick out of the 102 year old women who was being interviewed on her birthday.  Someone asked, “What’s the best thing about being 102?”  Her eyes lit up and she said, “No peer pressure!”  At 102 you don’t have many peers, and you certainly don’t care about what they think.  In the same way, we rest in God’s grace, knowing that we already have God’s love, and that’s more than enough.  We serve, we live, in humility.

Now there’s a second attitude Jesus says we are to have about our service.  We are to serve freely, with no expectation of receiving anything in return.  Jesus uses the common example of the dinner invitation.  In his day, and in ours, it was generally expected that if you invite someone over for dinner, somewhere down the road they will then invite you.  That’s certainly true in Minnesota, where it’s part of Minnesota nice.  And there it gets extended to such things as bringing a host gift to the dinner, like a nice bottle of wine of a table display.  And it’s also very common that when someone invites you to dinner, the almost immediate response is, “What can we bring?”  And so you bring a salad or dessert and that’s the way those things work.  You give, but you get something in return.  

Unfortunately, this can turn into a kind of scorekeeping mentality.  I did this for them, what have they done for me?   Obviously, this can lead to a lot of unhappiness and judgment, questioning whether or not people are measuring up.  

Well, Jesus turns this attitude completely upside down by saying you should serve like this.  “When you give a luncheon or a dinner, do not invite your friends or your brothers or your relatives or rich neighbors, in case they may invite you in return, and you would be repaid.  But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind.  And you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you, for you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.”


Now that would be quite the dinner party.  Bring in people off the streets.  Bring in those that society rejects.  Serve them, for they will be unable to repay your service.  The point being made is, why do we serve?  Is it for recognition?  Is it for some future payback? Or is it for the sole benefit of the one we serve, regardless of their ability to repay?


Last week, and continuing this week, our church has opened its doors to people who have no place to live and are being assisted by the Family Promise program.  Right before us, we have an example of the Christian service Jesus describes today and we are called to do.  As a church and as volunteers, we serve humbly.  We don’t do it for recognition for ourselves or for the church.  Most people, including many church members, don’t even know it’s taking place.  If recognition comes in some small way, like perhaps a newspaper article or some expression of thanks by someone in the community, that’s nice.  But it’s not done for recognition.  We serve humbly, resting in God’s grace, knowing that is more than enough.

And we serve freely.  There’s no payback for this.  People volunteer their time, provide and prepare meals, provide financial support, not expecting some return later on. It’s done for the other.  You hope it helps.  Often it does.  Sometimes it doesn’t.  But regardless, we give freely, living by our actions what Jesus teaches today.  We do it because it is the right thing to do, knowing that God notices and that is all that really matters.


  What we’re really talking about here are kingdom of heaven values.  They are very different than world values.  The reason we strive to live by these kingdom values is because it is those values that God has shared with us.  Jesus humbled himself to become one of us, and then took the place of humility on the cross so that, by God’s grace, we who are sinful and unworthy could be invited up to the place of honor.  And because of Jesus’ death on the cross, we who are sinful and broken have been invited to the banquet feast of heaven, with no ability to repay.  A place at the table is ours because God loves us and has invited us.  It is because God shares with us the kingdom values, that we seek to live by those values today.


The world says strive for the places of honor so that you receive recognition.  Jesus says, humble yourself, knowing that God recognizes you and that is all that matters.  The world says serve others and you will be repaid in ways that benefit you.  Jesus says serve others for their benefit, not your own.  May God grant us the strength and the will to live lives of humble service, following the example of our Lord himself.  Amen
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