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In the name of God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen! 

Is there anyone here this morning who doesn’t believe that they could use a 
whole lot more humility in their lives than they presently possess?  I know I do, 
and I hope you do as well.  Because, my friends, based on our gospel this 
morning, and the current state of public debate in our country, the realization that 
humility, as a spiritual commodity, is in such short supply these days - should give 
us pause. 

As we just heard, humility is the latest focal point, and bone of contention, 
between Jesus and the Pharisees.  Yet, as I reminded you last week, context is 
important.  Contrary to popular belief, Jesus and the Pharisees weren’t always at 
odds with each other.  Jesus and the Pharisees did agree on some things.  They 
weren’t always the enemies they were perceived to be.  For starters, they both 
enjoyed the fellowship of meal time, and a good conversation on the issues of the 
day. 

One of the things in particular that they agreed on was that neither cared 
much for the Herods, their Roman appointed rulers.  And when Herod Antipas, 
the puppet ruler of Galilee, plotted to kill Jesus, it was the Pharisees who warned 
Jesus about Herod’s plan.  However, whatever friendship might have existed 
between Jesus and the Pharisees seemed to evaporate as time went on.  And the 
reason for that increasing distrust was that the authority of the Pharisees was 
based almost solely on their belief in the Jewish law - the codes, statutes, and 
traditional customs of the Jews; whereas Jesus’ authority was more charismatic, 
based on God’s command to offer forgiveness, reconciliation and love to a 
recalcitrant people.  Jesus derived his power from the strength of his life’s 
ministry and his relationship with God. 

Over time, this growing antagonism between Jesus and the rule oriented 
authority of the Pharisees, led to a widening gulf between them, to the point 



where the Pharisees openly tried to ‘catch’ Jesus in whatever they considered to 
be breaches of Jewish law in an effort to discredit his growing popularity. 

Today, my friends, as well as in the first century, it doesn’t take long for nit 
pickers, and particularly religious nit pickers, to point out the nits they want to 
pick.  As we remember from last week, the Pharisees did that very thing with 
Jesus over the issue of healing on the Sabbath.  However, never one to turn the 
other cheek in a theological debate, in this morning’s gospel story Jesus turns 
the tables on the Pharisees at a dinner party by questioning their behavior, or 
manners.  Without any diploma, or position of authority to back him up, Jesus 
confronts the Pharisees about one of the perks of their profession - how they 
seem to always find the best seats in the house wherever they go. 

I find it odd, but true, that it is often easier for us to have Jesus teach us 
about issues such as adultery, divorce, retaliation, or the need to love one’s 
enemies, than it is for us to hear him tell us where we should sit at a dinner party.  
We Episcopalians can be rather stubborn about our social etiquette at times. 

We'd rather say, “Jesus, tell us about the mysteries of the kingdom of God, 
or disclose to us the nature of our faith, or unveil the efficacy of healing prayer; 
but, please don’t tell us who we should invite to our next dinner party.” 

But, my brothers and sisters, that’s not Jesus’ way.  He even says that we 
should invite those who would never, or could never, reciprocate.  Now, if we’re 
honest with ourselves, that hurts.  That rebuttal by Jesus leaves us squirming at 
the dinner table. 

While it may not be true today, it used to be that prestige, not money, was 
the most dominant value in society.  It was certainly true of the world Jesus lived 
in.  And why was that?  Because everyone had an easily defined pecking order on 
the social ladder.  Nothing was done, including dinner parties, without taking into 
account the status, or the rank, of the persons invited to the party.  And the status 
and prestige of the individuals was based on a combination of ancestry, wealth, 
authority, education, and perceived virtue.  Yet, Jesus was very open in his 
contradiction of such a hierarchical understanding of life.  He even considered it 
to be one of the fundamental structures of evil in the world.  And why did Jesus 
feel that way? 

Because it gave people the false impression that they could find their self 
worth in the praise and admiration of others - in the adulation of the world - 
instead of deriving their identity from God and living for others as servants of 
God’s goodness and grace.  Not much has changed in 2000 years.  Yet, as 



Episcopalians we have ready reminders of our purpose in life.  In our Catechism, 
on page 855 in the Book of Common Prayer, our purpose as a church, and by 
extension, as individuals, is ‘… to restore all people to unity with God and each 
other in Christ.’  And the guiding principles for our achieving our mission are 
found - you guessed it - in our baptismal covenant. 

Jesus maintained that personal ambition on earth should be focused in two 
directions - toward entering the kingdom of God, and in being a servant of God to 
others in need. 

Anyone who is more concerned about his or her prestige, or greatness, is 
out of touch with the values of the kingdom of God envisioned by Jesus.   

Now, having said that, I know you have questions.  Do you mean that it’s 
wrong to seek personal gain - that we should be more focused on giving instead?  
Do you mean that we are not to accumulate things, but rather give away what we 
have acquired through hard work and honest effort?  Do you mean that it’s wrong 
to  aspire to better oneself, or improve our social standing?  

And, what about using our God given gifts in pursuit of what appear to be 
honest goals?  Like an MBA from a highly regarded university; or becoming a 
partner through hard work in the company we work for?  Aren’t those worthy 
goals?  Is it wrong to think that our hard work would be rewarded with a dream 
house in the suburbs, a nicer car, the comfort of financial security, and regular 
vacations?  What’s wrong with those goals?  Does being a Christian mean having 
to live in what seems to sound like a fantasy world?    

Or, to say it another way, is Christianity out of touch with the ‘real world’ we 
live in every day of our lives?  Because, in so many ways, that appears to be the 
case. 

While all of those are good questions, Jesus, as he so often does, leads us 
in a different direction.  Jesus would say, none of those goals are, in and of 
themselves, unworthy.  However, Jesus would also ask, do those 
accomplishments feed our humility, or our self-righteousness?  Do our successes 
in life include using the opportunities provided by our blessings in a way that 
helps someone else to overcome the challenges and disadvantages in their life?  
Is that not a worthy goal?  My brothers and sisters, accomplishment and 
excellence in our lives is to be sought in the service of not only ourselves, but all 
of God’s people.  Not as a symbol of one’s superiority, or status.  Maybe the better 
question for us to consider is whether we, as a society, which all too often seems 



to operate on a merit system, skewed toward a particular group, will ever begin to 
think in those terms? 

Rather than a means of self-justification and gratification, personal 
achievement is intended to benefit all the people in the kingdom of God - where 
there is no such thing as status, or prestige, or class boundaries - or any 
comparison at all.  That is why Jesus insisted that, before we can truly enter the 
kingdom of God, we must  become more like little children, with no rights and 
privileges whatsoever, with no status and no claim to power at all. 

In today’s Gospel, Jesus was saying to the Pharisees, and to us, that we 
have a lot of unlearning to do. 

An 18th century Rabbi, Rabbi Zusha, used to tell a story about himself.  He 
said, “When I die and come before the heavenly court, if they ask me, Zusha, why 
were you not as great as Abraham? I will not be afraid.  I will say that I was not 
born with Abraham’s intellectual capabilities.” 

“And, if they ask me, Zusha, why were you not as great as Moses? I will say 
that I did not possess Moses’ leadership capabilities.  But, when they ask me, 
Zusha, why were you not Zusha?  For that question I will have no answer.” 

My brothers and sisters, as difficult as it is to acknowledge, our priorities in 
life are, God first, others second, self third.  At dinner with the Pharisees, Jesus 
urges them, and us, to set aside our prestige, our status, and misleading 
comparisons.  The way to heaven is paved by the faith of the humble, not those 
who exalt themselves.  Remember your baptismal vows.  Be yourself for God’s 
sake, and the world’s sake - as well as your own.  Amen.  


