DATE: June 21, 1970
SUBJECT: "THE TOWEL IN YOUR LAPEL"

I'm a lapel watcher. Now you've heard of bird watchers and girls watchers, and 1'll
confess that I enjoy those too; but I'm a lapel watcher. That doesn't sound very
exciting on the surface, but it is exciting. You can tell an awfully lot about a
person by looking at his lapel. UWsually when I meet a person for the first time,

I glance at his lapel because it tells me a lot about him. It may be a membership
pin in a service club. It may designate that this person has served as a high
officer in this club., It may tell me that he belong to a shrine organization, a
fraternity or sorority at some college university. Recently I've seen an awfully

lot of minature American flags in lapels.

A few weeks ago there was a man who came to our church, a visitor who wore a
sunday school pin on his lapel with at least a dozen bars hanging beneath it. It was
for perfect attendance at sunday school. There's so much that says just on a lapel.

Last week I was coming into the church and two young ladies were coming out and
as we engaged in conversation, I noticed a minature Ox goat on their dresses and
immediately identified with them because I was an honorary member of that group,
for a number of years. When it comes to the Christian church there are symbols .
that we wear in our lapels. The most familiar one is the cross, the tiny lapel cross.
And this immediately says to anyone that I purpose to follow the way of Christ.
Sometimes it's a little fishhook and that person is saying I'm trying to have a unique
experience in following Christ. Occasionally there is a tiny fish and I have one
myself that I wear on occasions, that says I have a deep appreciation for the early
church and the deep traditions of the church and I remember that this is how the
Christians first identified themselves, and it becomes an identity for me., And of
all the symbols I have seen representative of the Christian faith, I have not yet
encountered the one that best represents Christian discipleship above every other
symbol and that would be the representation of a towel.

Unglamorous, ves of course. Imaginative, ah, yes; extremely imaginative. Because
this represents what discipleship is-all about. The towef. We are all familiar with
that occasion in the life of our lord when the towet became symbolic. Jesus was
nearing the end of his earthly ministry. He had had his moments of triumph, he had
had his moments of disappointment and he had come to the place where one xirix
really didn't know in which direction to go. Just a short time before he had great
multitudes following him and suddenly they had fell away as though they had become
disallusioned. Jesus had been to Jerasaulem on a number of occasions. Now he
brought his disciples to observe the celebration of the passover. There had been
rumblings that Jesus ought not come to Jerasaulem because there were many there

who wanted to do away with him. But he went instead. The disciples had braced
themselves for any eventuality. They didn't really know how Jesus would be received,
whether stoned or embraced and it caught them by surprise as they entered into the
city to discover that there were great crowds awaiting his arrival and when he kggk
came they kept shouting to him as though he were a king. The acolytedes represented
the arrival of a king. And suddenly their:breath began to throb with excitment and
anticipation. At last, Jesus was being recognized as the person that he was
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the herald of a kingdom. Soon the empty throne of David would be filled,
the King was here, At dusk, as Christ and his disciples left the city
there-was an excitement that couldn't be stilled, as the disciples must
have talked among themselves as to what lay ahsad in the days to come,
But then little happened., Jesus returned to Jerasaulem but there were
no great displays of loyal subjects receiving a King. The days grew

out into a week and the disciples didn't really know what wes to happen
next. And this was the eve of the Pgssover meal. Jesus called his
disciples together and said we will al go into Jerasaulem snd est the
pasgsover mesl,

Dusk was falling and the shadows lengthened over the narrow streets they
become marked with light and darkness. The group was somewhat silent

os they approached that house in which a room was prepsred for them.

They climbed the staris a3 they entered into the room, it was eupty except
for themselves. And this wss significant because it wes expected of them
before they sat down to eat their Passover meal that they be accoréed the
right of washing their feet., It was soclially acceptable in all of Palestine,
The roadweys were dusty and when a traveler had welked for great distances,
his feet were uncomfortable from his open sandles that hed collected dust.
And any host embracing guests, would ss the first act of hospitelity, bring
insa servant to teke off the sandles from the feet of the visitor and

wash thelir feet 2nd towel them dry and then meke them comfortable for the
rest of the evening. And the disciples of Jesus had entered into the

room but there was no servant there to wash their feet. I'm sure each

one felt a little uncomfortable as he loocked over to the side and saw

a basin of water prepared for that very thing but no one to perform the
right. For you see if there were a number of servants in s household, it
was permitted to the very least to do the weshing of the feet for this was
the most meniadl of all tasks and only the lowliest mervant was asked to
perform this one deed. As the disciples waited, Jesus walked over to where
the basin of water was. He picked up a towel and drapeéd it over his arm
and then he approached each one of the dieciples, kneeling down as though
he were a servant, he removed the thongs from the sandles, lifted them from
the feet, washed the dust saway snd toweled them dry. And then he moved on
to the next. Th¥s was an unaccustomed act, the disciples didn't know really
how to respond, Peter blurted out and s2id "You're not going to wash my
feet Lord,." And Jesus sald, "If I don't wash your feet then you won't be
able to receive what I have to offer you," And then Peter seid, "Then wesh
my whole body, not just my feet." Then he finished., Thenr furning and lookan
ing full-face into everyone of the dieciples, symbolically he handed esch
one s towel., "What you have seen me do, you go out snd do."

There are a great many interpretations of this inéident and most of them
insist upon the fact that Jesus was symbolically preparing his disciples
for a particular roll. I don't qulte believe that. I believe that Jesus
loved his disciples, He felt s responsibility and a kincghip and he saw

a need thet needed to be met. His relationship with his disciples was such
that it did not seem out of place for him to knell down snd wash thelr feet.
And once it had been done he saw thaet this is a way to impress upon them
what discipleship really means. That's why I ssaw that symbolic of Christ-
ian discipleship ought to be a towel, becasuse Jesus 1s saying something very
significent. He 1s relating to us two aspects of Chrisitan discipleship.
One of these 17 the quality of being and the other is the quslity of doing,
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The quelity of belng is what we usuelly think of asg humility. We ascribe
humility a8 one of those zptitudes of a Christisn thet ought to be em-
braced by everyone who is o Christian. And this is well and good except
that our concepts of humility often is inaccurate, We think of humility
often as an attitude, We think of humility ss often debBacling oneself

and one ought never to be debsced., There's 2 hymn that has oftentimes been
sung in our church thet I just love singing, the phrase in which it says
tfor such =2 worm as I', Not one of us is & worm, the very least stands
tell by God's own gift. Not one person hss been born into the world that
is unimportant, So there are guslities thet come into every life at birth
that if each were to meture, he woulg be = gilant smong 211 men, Thece
were the qualities that were impressed upon his being by God through his
creation down through the ages. Not one of us is to likened as unworthy,
for we are sll of great worth.

But oftentimes we step out apsrt from our fellow man z2nd we put s folse
importance upon ourselves, It's netural for us to look out for our own
interest. It's o matber of survival, If we didn't do it we wouldn't be
able to survive, yet many times our concept of self becomes so exsggersted
and so glited that we overrun the rights of other people in order to get
for ourselves what we want for ourselves, But we can't really be dis-
assocliated from the larger kEirgx group. John Donn ssid, "No man is gn
island unto himself alone.," Only a pert of the grester, once removed will
shrivel up and die, But there's & false pride that oftentimes we surround
ourselves with., To exsggerate our worth and our importance,

Rembmber the incident that Bufus Jones told about 2 little new England girl,
She was from an extremely wealthy femily 2nd on one occasion her mother sent
her to a ¢rossroads grocery store, to buy some groceries, Mgking conversation
with the 0ld shop keeper wss talking to the little girl snd in the vsnicular
of the interest of the country ss2id, "Well are your hens laying well these
days." The 1little girl brightened up and said, "They could but we sre in

such & financisl position, they don't need to." We heve a false pride so
often zbout us theot takeg out of proportion our true sgelves,

Remember Jesus told sbout two men who went into the temple to pray. Onm
was & pharacy and one was a pPublicsn. One was proud, sn exaggerated pride
in himself and there was a spiritusl pride not in a materialistic sense

but in a spiritual sense and he opened hls eyes wide so that he might
embrace all of the glow of God's contensnce. He said, Lord I'm proud that
I'm the man I am not 2 shriveling human like this little publican over here,
Jesus ssid the publican didn't even 1ift his eyes becaugse he felt so un-
worthy by the grest God. His simple prayer was a prayer, "Lord be merciful
to me," And then Jesus asked, which was the worthy prayer, we know immed-
istely., Wetve got to be cautious about exaggerating ourselves beyond our
true worth and that's humility. Humility is not debacing oneself but belng
sware of the fact that everyone else is Jjust as important ss I am and

that God 1s reponsible for everything that I sm and everything that I would
be. I cant't go it alone, I can't do it slone. Everything thet I sm 1s

by God's grace 2nd God's love,

An ancient King was small in stature, he felt that he couldn't really
challenge his people becsuse many of his countrymen were larger than he,
And so he commissioned a ertissn of his country to fashion =2 marror that
distorted his image, to mmke him look broader through the shoulders and
taller in stature, 8o that everyday when he walked out to meet his pecple
he looked st himself in the mirrow, exsggersted end it gave him o sense of
confidence and he walked out to meet his people confidnet because of what
he pretended to be. BSo long sg there is pretense the true self csnnot

embrace the gifts of life. So 1t's 2 quality of living o sense of humility,
that Christ offers.
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But then there's not only 2 quelity of being but a quality of doing.
To be prefered the towel is to be celled to involvement, I!ve been

a guest in many homes for dinner on meny occasions and I'm shown the
bath to wash my hands before I come to the teble and I'm alweys in a2
quander as to where to dry my hands. Now there's the towel that the
people who llive in the house have used and it looks tempting because
no one can gee where I've dried my hands. And then therets thst
beautiful guest towel] henging there, so pretty it doesn't look like
it has ever been used. I know that it 1s suppose to be used by me,
but I'm always wondering whether or not the hostess knows that I am
suppose to use it., Msany times we look 2t Christisnity as something

to be admired., Jesus hands us a towel thet is rumpled, damp to be
used, to become involved. I dare say that if one wes to study the
struggle of Christianity from o philosophical stendpolnt, to evelutate
the worth of the gtatements that have come from phrophets snd priests,
wkiters, one woitld ssy that this 1ls 2 classic philospphy of life.
There's very little weskness to be found in it as such. And there sre
meny of us who simply look at it from sn intellectusl stendpoint end
gsay, this is it. This is 2 credo by which mEr 211 men ought to live,
but then we welk 2way and we deny its very precepts by the way that we
act. We admire it but we don't become involved with it. The towel
motivates us to become involved. Many times we shy away from many of
the important aress of life thet need to be resolved snd we have the
answer or a2t least we have 2 portion of the snswer. Everyone tslks
about peace, 1 saw =2 ca2r the other dsy, only yeaterdsy, that had two
fingers extended in & shepe of 2 'V" and under it the words fspread
the word.' Now we've talked a lot sbout pesce and we know what mskes
for peace, but we haven't yet precticed those ideals thst meake for
peace., That's how pesce comes, in involvement.

We talk about brotherhood, we say everyone has equal rights. Yet we
deny them personslly. We say thet's alright for everyone else snd 2s
long as these are excersized in thelr vlesces ther thet's Tire, but

rew dontt intrude upon me, Intellectuslly we embrece the fact of
humen rights hut we deny thenr oftentimes by the weay that we live,

The real troubleplaces of life where we ought to become involved are
the places that we shy sway from, retreat into those 1lnter ssnctuarlss
where living 2ccording to the etardercde thet we profess, This sabovi
-31, wo »ueel to become involved ir thos.o sbtandur?s whara nasls -2
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I'm 2 lover of esg2ys. 1 heve a number of books in my study of essesys
but I have = helf dozen volumnes esseys of Frank Borem of Austrealis
which I love 2bove £11 else. He's such sn interesting writer. There's
one that he wrote after sn evening of wslking out into the counhtry.

He ss8i1d thet lie ceme upon: ¢ strewberry petel garrounded by =z fence

and out in the middle of thet strewberry pstch wes - scerecrow, He
described it,a strange hat over the head of straw, ragged gloves
hanging from outstretched arms, and bibbed overall forming the shspe

of a body 2nd it stood in the middle of the field gusrding the
gstrawberries, But what szmused him was thet on each extended arm there
st 2 crow. And every moment or two, 2 crow would fly down from the
xkxsxw arm and est arstrawberry, enjoy it and fly bsck down sgein.

And outside that fence there were dozens of birds chirplng, wanting
those strawberries but efraid to venture in becauce of the scarecrow.
While the two crows sat comfortably on his arms and ate the strswberries,
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He said, you know if I were 2 crow you know what I would do. Every day
1'd go out =nd I'd sore just as high" as I could, maybe to the top of
s steple of & church. And I'd@ look out scross the countryside and I'd
search out other scarecrows and I wouldn't waste my time going to
other place, I'd just go to the scarecrows becruse everywhere there's
o searecrow there's gomething valuable and I'd find 1t. At the end

he slashed with sn applicetion of that truth., He sald, we too Raxm
nre foced with scarecrows, pleces where we are 2ffreld to venture,
Tnéidents with which we sre afrald to become involved snd here are

the places that need us most of a2ll, He seid if I wss the man I

ought to be I would sesrch out the scerecrows asnd there 1 would offer
myself, Christ prefers the towel of motivetion tc bacome involved,
and imeginetively. Too meny times we stop =t the concept of the towel
s slmply servatude, looking a2t it as representling the fect that one
ought to become enslaved to the menisl tszsks of 1life, But Christ
opened wp the fullness of 1life snd ssld don't become submerged at ~ny
lavel of 1life, embrsce it 211, He used imsgination in his own 1ife,
over and over agsin he wes discovering new insights. The out of the
common place that other people hed seen and lgnored. It thrills me to
see something discovered in the common place, Thst's ore thrill about
1iving in Gatlinburg where so meny are srtisits end craftsmen. At

one time I thought that just about every craft that hsd been devieed
n=¢ been bought up znd then someone’'s coming up with something new,
Getting 1little river rocks and palnting obscure faclal expressions,
chearacterizing people snd things on little rocks, Chipping sway
stones to give 2 likeness of snimals and people and things, Hx=-
citing to dlscover in the common plece something that someone else

has overlooked, There have been men in history thst have been
characterized by that ebility.

Remember when Michsengelo went to Florence and he came upnn = plece
of merble thet hed been chipped upon. He inquired enc he was told
that many artissns had come to the city snd the city hed given them
use of it 2nd they had chipped eway to meke 2 monument snd nothing
ever beceme of it =nd now it hed been so chipped away that 1t was
useless, Michellsngelo went the city fathers snd he got permlssion
to use that piece of merble. He bullt » fense sbout it and day after
dey the psssersby could hear the chipping swey of hils hammer and
chicel s2geinst the cold stone, And then one cday he broke swsy the
fense £né there stodd the megnificent ststuecof David. One of the
great srt tressurers of all times. 3Scores hed looked upon thet marble
end they saw it 2 piece of wasted stone, But Michellengelo sew David
in it and he shipped it awsy and IAvid casme to 1life.

There's & poer that I like to quote thet 1s reminenescent of thils sort
of thing, It goes =~

A road, 2 tree, & hillside

And =2 white cloud fleoeting by

Ten men walked down that rosd snd 211 but one passed by.

He looked 2t the tree, the road,the cloud with sn srtist mind & eye

And he put it down on cenvass for the other nine to buy.
There atre some of us who can discover in the commonplece the real ex-
citement of living, And othere wsit for it to be revesled to them,
The way thet Christ has teught us to live is to become awsre of the
commonplsce. To let our imeginations teske hold in our live so that
we gimply do not follow the forms that others have emvisaged, but thsat
we digcover = uniquensss snd individuslity within ourselves and so
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we embrace and we become gspart s2nd we gwakentthose comcepts within
curselves that have lain undiscovered, The Christian life is not
that only a segment of life is awakmned, but that the entire body
becomes aweke to the world and plays upon msny strings. To be
handed the howel 1s to become involved in every srea of growth

and not Jjust one way =alone,

A little 2éd 2nd his mother were visiting sn srm museum, And as they
walked down through the corridor looking at the various works of art
they ceme upon 2 stetue of Christ with outstretchdéd arms. Come unto
me, Just g few moments before the little lad and his mother had come
to the statue, 2 caretsker hed passed by dusting off the works of art
he had dusted off the ststue of Christ and he had laid the towel over
his arm, the arm of the ststue., And so the Little boy looking up

at the stetue said mother come here, heré's s stétue of Christ, He's
hending you & towel, Exsctly. Thet's whet Christisn discipleship
igssall sbout, This one symbol comes closer to the heart of Christisn
discipleshlp than any other. A quelity of being, a guality of doing,
And he hmded him a towel.

Let us pray.
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