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Party Etiquette

A s2rraon preached by Ted Atkinson, Minister, Oxford Presbyterian Church, Oxford, FA en August 30, 1932, the
12th Sunday after Pentecost. Seriplure Lessons: Luke 14:1,7-14.

IH THE NAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AMEN.

A memor)) was relessed as | thought and prayed sbout our Gospel lesson
where Jesus hands out advice as to how to act at a dinner party. it was something
that happened well over 40 years ago. | wa only about six yesrs old. | was at an
evening worship service. The sanctuary was bathed in soft evening light. The
Coramunion Teble was prepared for the Sacrament with a white Jinen cloth lieing
on top of the trays for the bread and wine. | was sitling about half-way back on
the right side. My mother was on my right and | was leaning up sgainst the end of
the pew.

I glanced across the aisle and was shocked, even frightened, to see the town
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drunk sitting there, unshaven and in his work clothes. | was frightened becsuse he

was & frightening man. | sometimes saw him staggering home on summer evenings
from Ziggies bar. He was loud and crude and took the Lord’s name in vain which |
never heard my father do. | always gave him a wide birth. His son, seversl years
older than myself, sat beside him in the pew that night. He was also frightening.
He use to pick fights with me. And though he was only sbout 10 he could swear
every bit as well as his father,

The two of them lived in a small, one story shack. | remember there place
very well because il was the same shack my family lived in before my father built
a higger house. It had a very small kitchen-dining room, about 9x9, and a living

room about the same size. There were two small bed-roems just about big enough
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for a bed. It had no hot water! 1t had no bathroom. They used an outhouse in
summer and winter. There was a bath-tub on the back porch which was dragged
into the kitchen and filied with water for infreguent baths. That's where the Lown
drunk and his son lived.

What brought them to church that evening I'11 never know. Had gne of the
saints invited thém? Or had the two of them just wandered in off the strest
because they saw the sign on the church that said, “Jesus saves.” And what did he
think of the rest of us all washed and dressed up with our nice homes. They looked
uncomfortable and out of place like they didn’t know what they were suppose to do.
They didn’t know when to stand up or sit down. They didn’t know the words to the
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Laord’s prayer. They didn’t have the slightest idea how to act'at the Lord’s Table.

‘Finally the time for Holy Communion had come. My atiention went from the
town drunk and his son to the minister standing behind the Communion Table. He
read the words of institution including the warning that the Apostle Paul wrote.
“But 1et & rman examine himself”, Paul wrote, “and so 1et him eat of that bread,
and drink of that cup. For he that eateth and drinketh unworthily, eateth and
drinketh darnnation to himself, not discerning the Lord’s hody. For this cause many
are vreak and sickly among you, and many sleep.” The minister then exhorted the
congregation not to take the sacrament if they had sin in their lives. “It’s a risky
and dangerous business to take the Lord’s Supper if you have sin in your heart,” he
said.

Then the tone of his voice softened and he said, “Jesus is here to forgive all



our sin. All we need to do is confess our sins and ask him to Torgive us. Jesus
died for all our sins, your sins and mine. There’s no sin so great or eo terrible that
you can’t confess and be forgiven. Jesus is here tonight ta forgive you.” And then
he'd plead with us not to exclude ourselves from the Lord’s Table. “Jesus wants
you, whoever you are, to eat and drink with him. He eats and drinks with sinners.
Jesus came Lo seek and Lo save the lost. He came not for the righteous but for
sinners. Please, piease don’t turn your back on Jesus! Come to the table. There’s
grace for you. There's forgiveness. There’s cleansing from sin.”

The elders came down the aicle with the bread and the wine to serve the
congregation. | had learned, from experience, the proper way to take communion. |
took the bread, bowed mg head, ciosed my eyes reverentiy and counied to about 30.
| wasn’t suppose Lo count. | knew | was suppose to examine my life for sin and -
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confess it to the Lord/ | was suppose Lo think of Jesus hanging on the cross. | was
suppose Lo imagine the agony on his face, the nails in his hands and feet and the
blood flowing from his side. Only then was | suppose to take the bread and eat it.
There was a proper etiquette invalyed in taking the Lord’s Supper and anyone who
worshipped in that church with any regularity would pick it up.

I wondefed what the town drunk would do when the Lard’s Supper was
served to him. Would he take the bread, this man who took the Lord’s name in
yain? What would happen to him if he took the bread? Would he get sick or die?
Those are the questions my six year old mind was asking. | was actualiy afraid the

man would teke the bread and cup. | watched as the elders brought the plate to



him, right across the aisle from me. | watched that man like they watched Jesus
that Sabbath day when the Pharisee invited Jesus for a meal.

The elder put the plate in front of him and the man took it and immmediately
qobbled down that little piece of bread as though he were starving. He didn’t even
bow his head. He didn’t pray. | was half afraid he was going to scoop up all the
little pieces of diced bread and gobble them down. Then he handed the plate of
bread to his son who likewise took the bread and ate.

And | thought, “They don’t know how to act at the Lord ?lf'ﬂlﬁg o l(uk»l b visih
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i never remember seeing that man or his son in church again! This happened
& A" 50 vividl
stteast 40 years ago. why did | remember that incident”as | read and thought
about our Gospel lesson? | think | know why | remembered.
Luke says that Jesus was invited to a Sabbath meal by a Pharisee. When
Jesus noticed how the guests sought out the most prestigious seats, he told them
a parable. He said, “If you get invited to a party, don’t take the seat closest to the
host because it may be intended for someone else and then you'll be embarassed
when the host tells you to move. And if you're giving a party”, Jesus said, “don’t
ask your friends or your brothers or your relatives or rich neighbors... but invite
the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind.”
Now Jesus wasn’t a first century Emily Post ar Miss Manners, telling us how
to behave at parties. Jesus is telling us about God and about the people whom God, _
it elsand k010 v vls bewe beon 1noted (wby Gedd kgl

in Christ, invites to eat and drink with him. God, in Christ, invites the poor, the ¢ fo adr,

crippled, the lame, and the blind. The only way to respond to this invitation is by



the renunciation of any claim or rmertt of our own. There are no chief seats here.
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#e afe all b the same level at this table. If we come 1o this table we must come

as poor, crippled, lame and blind men and women. We come to the Table

remembering that “none are so far from God as the self-righteous” (A.M. Hunter).
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{ had chosen a piace of hanor that night/\'ﬁherﬁ i could 2it and took doven upon

ry neighbor. 1 didn’t realize that Jesus had invited the town drunk and his son

that night. Jesus came walking down that aisie and didn’t even look my way that
night. Jesus completely ignored e, s8EgERht But he took the town drunk by the
hand and said to him, “I'm reénu glad to see you and your son here tonight. 1've
waited for you to come for so long. Please don’t mind these others, especially that
six year old kid sitting across the aisie starring at you. They really don’t Know

haw to act at my Table. Pl_egggdqrﬁ let their arrogance and immaturity keep you-- -
from enjoying this meal and receiving all the benefits from it. Come up front and

sit with me.”

Let us pray : 0 God, you call the poor and the sinful ta take their place in the festive assernbly of the new
covenant. May your church always honor the prasence of the Lord in the humble and the suffering, and may we
learn to recognize each other as brothers and sisters, gathered together around your table. We ask this through
our Lord Jesus Christ, who Tives and reigns with you in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, forever and ever.
Amen.
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