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Sirach 3:17-18, 20, 28-29; Hebrews 12:18-19, 22-24; Luke 14:1, 7-14; Psalm 68, God, in Your goodness, You have made a home for the poor.
I was so glad when my name popped up on our schedule to preside and preach today, because I really like these readings. They make me feel like it’s finally OK to quit all the striving I did in my younger years. The readings say to me that it’s OK to stop trying so hard to be the best, the most respected, the most admired for my accomplishments. It’s OK, as Richard Rohr says, to be “falling upwards,” moving toward increasing depth in my life, and moving away from the edifice of accomplishment that had defined my earlier years.  

I am a child of my father, who died in 1991, and whom I love dearly. I owe so much to him. But it was this same father who, in his life moved from working as a farm hand to laboring in a steel mill to driving a truck to being the manager, and then the owner, of a package liquor store, to dying, probably before his time.  Only late in his life had Daddy finally earned that middle-class merchant respectability and admiration he had always strived for. His philosophy was that life is always about striving for that next level, becoming more than the person you’re perpetually dissatisfied with.  And I would embrace that lesson; it would be mine for so many years. Only the best is good enough; don’t give up until you get to the top. Keep striving. And all that was such a burden for me to bear for so many years.

But then, along comes Sirach with quite a different message. I wish my Dad could have heard this wisdom, these softer words, and taken them into himself. In the midst of his never-ending strivings, he might have had a gentler heart and a happier spirit. Listen to Sirach once again: Be gentle, and you will be loved. Be humble, and you will find favor with God. Take wisdom to heart and be a good listener. (Ahhh, I can feel the burden lifting even as I say those words.)
The author of the Letter to the Hebrews gives a similar message of consolation to those caught up in everyday strivings. He (or she) says: What you have come to is not anything you have created on your own – not fire, not gloom, not storm, not thunder, not even a loud prophetic voice. Your striving senses are senseless when you draw near to the city of the Living God, because everyone there is a firstborn, and everyone there is a citizen of heaven. There’s no point to striving. God simply is. You simply are. Angels have gathered to celebrate with the whole church that you are human, and therefore a child of God. Without even striving, you are where you desire to be. 
And what of our Gospel? What stands out for me is what Jesus says of all our strivings. When you go to a wedding, don’t be like the person who grabs the seats in the reserved section unless you’re invited there. Rather, when you come to a wedding, sit in the lowest place. Humble yourself first. Then wait for someone else to come over and affirm you. Because if you honor yourself first, you are sure to be shamed in the end.

Despite how we may have heard this message misunderstood and miscommunicated over the years, I don’t believe it’s an invitation to the life of a doormat. I don’t believe Jesus is saying that we only live through being affirmed by others. When I read this passage in Scripture, I hear Jesus saying to me, Why not just try to be true to who you are. Stop worrying about what other people think of you. Be the person God made you to be. Don’t automatically go for either the highest seat or the lowest seat. Go for the seat that, when you sit in it, gives you comfort as a Child of God. Because when all is said and done, it’s not about anything except coming to know that you are a Child of God just as you are, no matter where you sit.  
Sirach says, The bigger you are, the more you should humble yourself. That’s true, especially when we remember that the root word for human, for humble, and for humility is dirt. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. The higher we rise, the more we need to remember that we are not alone in generating our achievements. We are of the earth, all in this life together, and so we can be gentle with each other. We can take a breath. We can cease striving and commence living. Humility is truth. Sit wherever the seat feels best to you.  

Thomas Merton tells us, quote: It is not humility to insist on being someone that you are not. It is as much as saying that you know better than God who you are and who you ought to be. How do you expect to arrive at the end of your own journey if you take the road to another man's city? How do you expect to reach your own perfection by leading somebody else's life? His sanctity will never be yours; you must have the humility to work out your own salvation in a darkness where you are absolutely alone. End quote.
We live in a time that doesn’t value humility. We live in a culture that has not moved beyond mindless striving.  When a Department of Defense is in danger of becoming a Department of War … when sycophants have lost all sense of truth and speak only what they believe their leader wants to hear … when those who are striving to be acknowledged  jockey for the best seats around the table at a Cabinet meeting … when a trusted presidential adviser says that empathy is the fundamental weakness of Western civilization … when the deaths of children in a school shooting become politicized around the gender identity of the shooter … it feels like we’re in trouble. 

Individual and collective humility just might save us. Sirach tells us that the wise take proverbs to heart. So hear this proverb. Yogi Berra tells us, It ain’t the heat, it’s the humility.  And maybe he was right. It ain’t the heat of striving for the best seat; it’s the humility of finding just the right seat at the wedding that will keep us alive and living ever more deeply in the heart of God. AMEN. 
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