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The First Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia September 1, 2019 
Rev. Dr. Baron Mullis Proverbs 25:6-7; Hebrews 13:1-8;15-16; Luke 14:1, 7-14 

Table Manners 

Let me tell you three quick, personal stories. 

In 2008, Elinor Gordon of the Kildrum Parish Church in Cumbernauld, Scotland and I 
decided that we would exchanges homes, churches, cars, and jobs for two months one summer.  
Then, we each worked out with our respective congregations that we’d take a little vacation on 
each end to relax before we returned to our respective congregations - at least that’s what I 
thought was happening.  When I got to Scotland a lovely delegation of members of the kirk 
came and collected me at the Edinburgh airport, drove me to the manse, and deposited me in 
the conservatory.  That’s when I figured out that there had been a little miscommunication as 
they referred to my stay as “holiday.”  Aside from a few lovely dinners, there was nothing for 
me to do.  I had guests coming for several weeks, but in the middle, there was a four-week long 
stretch where I had no schedule. 

I understand that for many people, that sounds heavenly, and it was, for the first week or 
so.  I could hop in the car and drive to stunning scenery at Glencoe or someplace like that. Then, 
the second week was boring.  I took to walking six miles a day by the canal just to pass a couple 
of hours.  By the third week I was straight-up lonely. 

That was when I learned that while I have a high tolerance for solitude, there is a limit. 

And when you are lonely, a well-timed invitation, the expression of hospitality, is pure 
gold.  John and Marion Kusel began inviting me to dinner. 

Our second story takes place in Princeton, New Jersey in October of 1998.  I was a second-
year seminarian, and I will not make some pretense that I was a starving student.  I went to 
school on a scholarship, so I was never going to starve and I was never in danger of living 
outdoors.  I had three squares a day and a corner room in old, drafty dorm, so I was fine. 

I was also broke.  There was no money to go to a movie, to get a drink with hallmates, to 
have a date – and God forbid that my car should need a tank of gas before my stipend showed 
up.  Then one day a card appeared in my Student Box from my aunt.  Stuck inside were five 
crisp twenty-dollar bills and the note, “When your uncle and I were in graduate school at 
Florida State, we didn’t have two nickels to rub together, but one of my aunts sent us a little 
cash now and then.  It made the world a much easier place to be.  Consider this me returning 
the favor.” 

When you are broke, five twenties stuck in a card is a fortune. 

The third and final story is from Indianapolis in February of 2001.  My family and I had 
spent a miserable Christmas watching my grandmother not quite yet be able to die.  She had 
fought a good battle with cancer for many years, and I guess the will to fight that kept her alive 
so long with the disease left her body ill-equipped to let go.  So, I drove back to Indianapolis 
after the holidays knowing full well that I would be on an airplane within a few weeks to return 
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home for the funeral.  That’s exactly what happened, and so my friends Mark and Megan Hunt 
agreed to pick me up at the airport when I returned.  I had just come from her funeral and I was 
sad. 

As we pulled into the parking lot of my apartment building, Mark said, “We brought a few 
things for your refrigerator and Megan has a spaghetti casserole in the trunk, do you mind if we 
join you for dinner?” 

That was the best spaghetti casserole I’ve ever eaten because it was seasoned with human 
kindness. 

Something about that Letter the Hebrews just put me in mind of those stories today.  Maybe 
you’ve been the recipient of basic human kindness? 

There is no substitute for it. 

What’s more, the author of Hebrews seems to assume that we can’t authentically live a 
Christian life in the absence of basic human kindness. 

If our Gospel Lesson today gives us a primer on Table Manners, then the letter to the 
Hebrews is sort of the Cotillion for advanced Christians, for when you’re ready to push on out 
into the deeper waters of faith.  Tom Long has said this letter to the Hebrews is a sermon.  And 
so he shows the preacher’s homiletic twists and turns that bring us to that soaring passage 
about the great cloud of witnesses.  But shortly after, Long says, in the text we’ve read this 
morning, we’ve come to a different part of the service.1 

Actually, what he says we’ve now come to are the announcements. 

Now, just think about this a minute: the announcements might just be the most important 
thing we do on Sunday morning, because we’re making a theological claim with them.  First, 
we welcome guests – that means we’re speaking on behalf of God to say “Welcome, we’re glad 
you’re here, it wouldn’t be the same without you.”  Then we claim that in light of what we 
know about Jesus Christ, there are some things we need to do.  It’s different every week, what 
God has put in front of us: it could be feeding the hungry with a casserole blitz like we did 
yesterday, or it could be that most Presbyterian of virtues, embracing education, by 
participating in Reading Buddies, or it could be visiting our partners who work with the most 
vulnerable in Mexico City. 

But whatever it is: it’s the life of the church. 

If you hear nothing else today, listen to the message of the announcements: You’re welcome 
in God’s house, and God has work for you to do! 

Or as Dr. Long puts it, “Because Jesus Christ, the firstborn of all time, the heir of all things is 
the great high priest who offered the perfect and lasting sacrifice and now sits in majesty at the 
right hand of God, therefore polish the silver and set the table for company.”2 

                                                
1 Thomas G. Long, Hebrews in Interpretation, Mays, Miller, Achtemeier, eds.  (JKP: Louisville, 1997) p142 
2 Ibid. Emphasis mine 
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Hebrews’ thirteenth chapter is utterly pragmatic.  There is a whole lot of what to do and a 
little bit of what not to do: show hospitality.  Care what happens to prisoners.  Don’t cheat on 
your marriage.  For the love of God, don’t let the love of money get a hold of you, and do it all 
for Jesus’s sake, just like you do what’s printed in the bulletin so you’re not just hearing God’s 
word, but living it. 

It’s almost a how-to manual. 

Luke is even more succinct with his instructions, “Take a lower seat at the table.” 

This isn’t just about table manners.  Where the Letter to the Hebrews has been making a 
case for Jesus for twelve chapters by the time we get to our “how-to manual” in the 13th chapter, 
here in Luke’s Gospel, Jesus’s words shoot like an arrow straight to the heart of why we do what 
we do because he casts a vision of the kingdom of God, and he cuts past all the clutter that can 
distract us, when he says, “Take a lower seat.” 

To be sure, it is good manners – the host might have a seating chart; there may be an 
honored guest coming – so don’t just go barreling into the dining room and act like you own the 
joint.  But it’s also so much more.  It’s not just at the meal.  These are instructions for all of life. 

Listen to Fred Craddock, “The everyday activity of home and marketplace, farm and fishing 
boat provided Jesus not only revelations of the true character of his listeners but also 
opportunities to reveal the way life is in the reign of God.  Plutarch once observed that it is in 
the small, apparently trivial act that character is most accurately reflected.  The observations of 
Jesus support that statement.  And if the incarnation teaches us anything, it is that the frequent and 
familiar are not to be overlooked in defining life in the presence of God.”3 

In other words, don’t be so distracted by looking for mountaintop moments of faith that you 
miss the opportunity to be part of God’s way in the world when it is right in front of you.  You 
can take the advanced version from Hebrews or you can get it down to the bare bones reality 
with Luke: God isn’t impressed with our importance, but God loves it when we exercise basic human 
kindness. 

Hospitality to strangers, generosity to the poor, companionship with the lonely and 
grieving: these are kingdom of God moments, and they aren’t complex.  I suspect that’s why I 
can tell you almost twenty years later the names of the couple who invited me, the meal after 
the funeral, and the amount in the card! 

It’s because these were moments when the grace of God broke through. 

I remember one such moment like it was yesterday. 

When I was on my missionary journey to the deep South, there was particularly ugly 
moment when a town a few counties away from Atlanta kicked up a stink because they didn’t 
want a Muslim cemetery in their community. 

                                                
3 Craddock, Fred.  Luke in Interpretation, Miller, Mays, Achtemeier, eds.  (JKP: Louisville, 1990) p177 
emphasis mine. 
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I had gotten good and worked up over how unchristian I thought the reaction to a Muslim 
cemetery has been – I mean, if you object to cemeteries in general, I totally get it, but if you 
object on the basis of which dead people are planted there, well, that’s just puerile.  And so, as I 
was parking my car one day at the grocery store, I saw a young woman in a headscarf headed 
to her car with her child holding one hand, and her grocery bags in the other – and I watched 
while, in slow motion, the sharp edge of an item in her bag pushed through a weak spot, and 
everything else followed.  There she was with her toddler child in one hand and the rest of her 
groceries in the other and her canned goods rolling down the Publix parking lot.  And just then, 
a mini-van pulled in right behind her.  It had a sticker on the window that read, Torah Day 
School of Atlanta.  I could see a woman in the van pointing and talking.  Immediately, her son 
threw back the van door, jumped out, and chased down the errant Campbell’s Soup Can. 

It was a moment of the kingdom of God. 

The letter to the Hebrews and the Gospel of John point us toward a simple reality: what we 
do matters because in the end, it is the reign of God that matters.  Hebrews tells us that is the 
things that make up day-in, day-out life that matter… things as simple as extending hospitality 
and keeping marital vows – it’s the stuff that makes up the fabric of community. 

Luke is even more explicit: in that great banquet table that is God’s vision for all of creation, 
we can play at community and reinforce our favorites quietly and just sort of subtly give a little 
wink and a nod at deeper community, or we can get real. 

My friend Dedie Kelso says of the kingdom of God, either it’s personal, or forget it. 

You know, we do seem to be in a moment that is divisive.  I don’t think it’s the most 
divisive moment in American history, not by far, but there is a sort of intolerance that is 
creeping in between the various viewpoints we have.  We have folks decrying the demise of 
basic civility, and then in the same breath declaring that whatever others have done is so 
egregious that there’s no place to find any common ground.  There’s no way to come together. 

And you know what?  If somebody doesn’t move first, nothing will ever change.  We can go 
right on otherizing people with whom disagree and insulating ourselves into the rightness of our 
viewpoints. 

Or we can take a risk.  We can sit a little lower down.  We may make room.  We can worry 
less about our seats and more about who’s not at the table and why. 

The answer to otherizing is humanizing. Either it’s personal, or forget it. 

Perhaps it sounds like I’m saying Christian vocation consists of just being decent people.  
Well, that’s a good start, isn’t it?  Show kindness to strangers.  Be generous to the poor.  Treat 
your spouse like you love them, it’s all so simple, right? 

It starts with letting somebody else have the better seat. 

I mean, so what if they get a better seat?  We’re worried about the reign of God, right? 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, Amen. 


