Sermon 29th August
How many of you have ever eaten humble pie?

As James Huston explains in Humble Pie, the original dish dates back to 16th Century England and was called "umbles pie" — a meat pie made from deer umbles (the heart, liver, and miscellaneous innards). These less desirable meats would be taken home by the huntsman who killed a deer for a nobleman, while the nobleman would get the venison. The umbles would be baked into a pie to create a modest dish suitable for a poor man. To eat umble pie meant that you acknowledged your place in the social pecking order. A few centuries changed "umble" into "humble" and also brought about a significant change in meaning. Today, "to eat humble pie" refers to a change in one's circumstance, usually involving an admission of error and-or the making of an apology

In the reading today it seems as though Jesus is telling his audience that the way to go is the humble way.  Rather than seeking honour, it is better to eat humble pie, to accept who we are and our place in the world.

Jesus’ response to the guests seeking their places of honour is through telling a story; a parable.  

The point of the story is to discourage his listeners from seeking the most important seat at the table to avoid the humiliating situation of being displaced by someone of greater fame
Instead, they are to take the lowest place so that they might be elevated to a more honourable seat by their host.
Why did these guests seek the place of honour?
Abraham Lincoln once said “You can have anything you want - if you want it badly enough. You can be anything you want to be, do anything you set out to accomplish if you hold to that desire with singleness of purpose.”

Well President Lincoln never watched American Idol, did he!  If any of you have every watched this programme, you would have seen countless people trying out for the coveted position of American Idol.  

The problem is that many of the contestants cannot sing!  Not only that they shouldn’t even approach a microphone they are so bad.

So why is it that these people go on live TV believing they can sing?

Because they have been told, they can do anything they put their mind to.  They can achieve greatness because they are great.

This is the grand mantra of the world we live in!

The world says to us; 

You are great! You deserve all honour! You deserve all praise! You can do anything! You deserve to sit at the head of the table. The world and all that is in it was made for you. You can be god-like!!!

Like today the Greco-Roman society lived under a similar mantra

Social ranking; seeking to be the top was common place

In fact meals were situations that particularly highlighted social gaps in the first century 
Instead of becoming the next American Idol, or New Zealand Idol, where one was seated, showed everyone else if they had made it or not.
The next Greco-Roman Idol perhaps?

Jesus challenges this thinking, this self seeking, by telling his audience to be humble.  And in this humility the host will raise them up, raise us up to a greater position.
But what does this actually mean?

We have already noticed that being humble means acknowledging our place in the social pecking order

The dictionary defines being humble as being

Meek or modest; not arrogant or prideful; and self-effacing, 

but does this mean we 
Are never to be assertive?

Are never to stand our ground?

Are never to be proud of the work we do?

As followers of Christ are we to be meek all the time?

Illustration:  when I was younger I had a friend, or someone who I thought was a friend, who would constantly call me names and punch me.  

For many months I would come home crying, and my mother told me later how she hoped I would just make some other friends.  

 For ages I hung out with this so call friend, it even got to the point where I would apologise to him, just in case he decided not to be my friend anymore.

I won’t go into the hurt I felt, but in hindsight, I see that I was being bullied  
I had become this guy’s punching bag

In my meekness I had become this guy’s mat to walk over and to clean his boots on 

But surely this isn’t what Jesus is asking us to become?

Humble to the point of abuse

Humble to the point of being walked all over

Humble to the point of being ineffectual 

Humble to the point of not recognising any of God’s blessings

To explore what Jesus really means by ‘humbling oneself’ we need to turn to the Greek, where the saying actually means the idea of not taking yourself too seriously.

If exaltation is trying to be god-like, then humbling oneself, means coming back to our human reality, being human, “down to earth.”

It doesn’t mean becoming weak and meek

It doesn’t mean lying down and giving up 
It doesn’t mean we need to be nice!!
William Easum in an article titled ‘On not being nice for the sake of the Gospel’ said
“I’m convinced that one of the main sins of the Church is that we have taught ourselves to be nice instead of Christian.  In spite of aspiring to be Jesus’ disciples, we teach the essence of Christianity is to be nice.”
For the most part Father Mulcahy in MASH plays, what we would consider, a gentle and kind minister.  In the midst of the Korean War, he cares for his flock of doctors and nurses.

However, his character, typifies the idea that Christian’s are meek, gentle and wimpy

He is too nice!!  
The church is often portrayed as a nice group of people, who do nice things in a nice way
Paul Coughlin an American radio host, in a book called ‘No more Christian nice guy’, which explores the issue of being nice and how being nice-instead of good-hurts men, women and children.

He shares a story; 
Dan, an infrequent radio caller of mind, expressed the prevalent view among evangelical men and how squeamish they are when it comes to the necessity of physical defence.

When we devoted a show to whether or not a kid should stand up to a school bully, Dan called to say he believes only in “fighting with prayer.” 
He said he’s taught all his children that if someone humiliates them, the humiliation is good for them, part of God’s will – they should suffer for righteousness’ sake.

My cost-host, Bill Gallagher, says I nearly turned purple.

“Dan,” I replied, “most kids aren’t being picked on at school for righteousness’ sake.  They’re being picked on because they wear glasses, are ugly, pretty, tall, short, because their hairstyle is six months behind the fashion trend.”

So let’s take off the spiritual veneer.  “Dan,” I went on, “what would you do if your prayers went unanswered and your daughter was still being picked on by a mean boy at school?”
Dan, actually said he’d let the humiliation continue.  In some misguided notion of meekness and humility, he would allow his daughter to be beaten both physically and emotionally by a person who should be detained somewhere.

She wouldn’t be suffering for the Lord, for righteousness; she’d be suffering because her father’s a Christian nice guy, a man so fearful of conflict that he hides behind a distorted misrepresentation of God to give his fear a spiritual glimmer.

We are not called to be ‘Nice’ people

We are called to be ‘good’ people

We are called to be worshipfully humble

Which means, in our humanity, we recognise who we are and who God Is?

It doesn’t mean letting people walk all over us

It doesn’t mean we put on a brave face when we are struggling

It doesn’t mean we have to smile when our world seems to be crumbling around us

What it means is 

We put God first and in doing so, we are exalted

Because we know who we are in God
We know we are God’s people who are involved in His mission

We bow down at God’s feet

Not the worlds! 

As God’s humble people, instead of taking the passive sense which says that it is God who humbles and God who exalts
I suggest that these are to become our actions as well

We are to raise up low people, people who are discouraged and who are without hope.

For example: If it was our own children who were being bullied at school, what would we do to raise them up, to support them as Christian parents? How should we respond?
We are to challenge those who abuse their power; to put the high and mighty in their proper place.

Bullies are everywhere, even in Churches.  How do we respond these bullies as Christians?  Do we allow them out of fear to get away with hurting others?  Do we allow the false understanding of humility to stop us from challenging their behaviour?
If we are to this it will mean we will have to be more than nice Christians!
Conclusion
The world tells us to be God like
In response to this Jesus calls those who follow him

To be humble

But this isn’t a doormat ‘humility’ 

Rather it is a humility that realigns our worship from ourselves back to God

And causes us to recognise and help those who are affected by doormat humility and challenge those who exalt themselves above others

It is in being humble that we are exalted  
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