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SUBJECT: "THE TOWEL IN YOUR LAPEL" 

I'm a lapel watcher. Now you've heard of bird watchers and girls watchers, and I '11 
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. ursually 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 towe~. 

Unglamorous, yes of course. Imaginative, ah, yes; extremely imaginative. Because 
this represents what discipleship is·all about. The toweL We are all familiar with 
that occasion in the life of our lord when the t·owe\- 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 xbim4x 
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 k~:k 
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 



the herald of a kingdom. Soon the empty throne of Davia would be filled, 
the King was here. At dusk, as Christ and his disciples left the city 
there -·was an excitement thl'!.t couldn't be stilled, as the disciples must 
have ta.lked among themselves as to what lay ahead in the da.ys to come. 
But then little happen.eel. Jesus returned to Jerasaulem but there ware 
no grea.t displays of loyal subjects receiving a King. The days grew 
out into a week and the disciples didn't really know what we.s to happen 
next. ~nd this was the eve of the Passover meal. Jesus called his 
disciples together and said we will al go into Jerasaulem and eat the 
pa.s s over mea 1. 

Dusk was fallin~ and the shadows lengthened over the narrow streets they 
become marked with li~ht and darkness. The group was somewhat silent 
BS they approached that house in which a room was preps.red for them. 
They climbed the star is a::rl they entered into the room, it wa.s empty except 
for th ems elves. And this we.s significant because it w.o.s expected of them 
before they sat down to eat their passover meal that they be accoreed the 
right of washing their feet. It was socially acceptable in all of Pe,lestine. 
The ro.8dwe.ys were dusty and when a traveler had wa.lked for great distances, 
his feet were uncom!Jortable from his open sandles that haa collected dust. 
And any host embracing guests, would as the first a.ct of hos pi ta.li ty, brinp; 
in~a servant to te.ke off the sandles from the feet of the visitor ana 
wash their feet :::ind towel them dry and then me.ke them comfortable for the 
rest of the evening. Ana the disciples of Jesus had entered into the 
room but there was no servant there to we.sh their feet. I 1m sure each 
one felt a. little uncomforta.ble as he looked over to the side and saw 
a basin of we,ter prepared for that very thing but no one to perform the 
right. For you see if there w~re a number of servsnts in e household, it 
we,s permittea to the very least to ao the we.shing of the feet for this was 
the most menl;al of all tasks and only the lowliest eervant was asked to 
perform this one deed. As the disciples wa.itea, Jesus walked over to where 
the basin of water was. He picked up a towel sna draped tt over his arm 
aria then he RPProachea each one of the disciples, kneeling clown as though 
he were a servant, he removed the thongs from the sandles, lifted them from 
the feet, weshea the aust eway end toweled them dry. And then he moved on 
to the next. Thts wa.s e,n unaccustomed set, the disciples didn't know really 
how to respond. Peter blurted out and se.ic1 11 You 1 re not going to wash my 
feet Lord." And Jesus said, "If I don 1 t wesh your feet then you won't be 
e.ble to receive what I have to offer you." And then Peter se id, "Then wesh 
my whole body, not just my feet. 11 Then he finished. Then furning end look;:1 
ing full-fa.ce into everyone of the nisciples, symbolically he ha.ndea each 
one a. towel. "What you have seen me do, you go out e nd ao. 11 

There are a great ma.ny interpretations of this incident and most of them 
insist upon the fact that Jesus was symbolically preparing his disciples 
for e, pe.rticular roll. I aon•t quite beli'l!Ve that. I believe thet Jesus 
loved his disciples. He felt a. responsibility and a kinship and he saw 
a need thet needed to be met. His rela.tionship with his disciples was such 
that it did not seem out of place for him to kn.ell down s.nd wash their feet. 
And once it had been done he sew that this is a way to impress upon them 
whs.t a iscipleship really means. That I s why I saaw that symbolic of Christ­
ian discipleship ought to be a. towel, beceuse Jesus is sa~in~ something very 
significant. He is relating to us two e.spects of Chrlsi tan discipleship. 
One of these i c the quality of being and the other is the que.lity of doin~. 
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The quelity of being is what we usually think of as humility. We ascribe 
humility as one of those aptitudes of a Christisn thi;it ou~ht to be em­
braced by everyone who is a Christian. Ana this is well and gooa except 
that our concepts of humility often is ineccurete. we thin~ of humility 
often as an e.ttitude. W!'! think of humility es often del5a.cin~ oneself 
And one ought never to be debecea. There 1s s hymn that h~s oftentimes been 
sung in our church the,t I just love singing, the phrase in ,;,.rhich it says 
'for such~ worm as I 1 • Not one of us is e worm, the very least stands 
ta 11 by Goa's own gift. Not one person he.s been born into the world that 
is unmmportant. So there are quelities thet come into every life at birth 
tha.t if each ·were to me.ture, he wo.ulp: be ,::i gient e.mong All men. These 
we~e 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 a.re e.11 of gree.t worth. 

But oftentimes we step out apa.rt from our fellow man end we put P. f.alse 
importance upon ourselves. It's netura.l for us to look out for our own 
interest. It 1s e mFJtter of survival. If we didn't do it we wouldn 1t be 
able to survive, yet many times our concept of self becomes so exa.g~erated 
and so glited that we overrun the rights of other people in order to get 
for ourselves what we want for ourselves. But we can1t really be dis­
associated from the larger m:!l±:mg:x group. John Donn se.id, 11 No man is an 
island unto himself alone." Only a pa.rt of the grea.ter, once removed will 
shrivel up a.na oie. But there's F.i. f8.lse pride that oftentimes we surround 
ourselves wtth. To exe.ggerate our worth e.nd our importance. 

R~member the incident thlt Rufus Jones told About e little new England girl. 
She was from 8.n extremely wealthy fpmily .,::ind on one occasion her mother sent 
her to a. crossroaas grocery store, to buy some groceries. Me.king conversatiof\\ 
with the old shop keeper wes telking to the little girl end in the venioular 
of the interest of the country said, "Well are your hens laying well these 
deys. 11 The little girl brightened up and said, "They could but we are in 
such 8 fine,nci:;il position, they don't need to." We hpve a false pride so 
often ebout us thot takes out of proportion our true selves. 

Rememb~r Jesus told .sibout two men who went into the temple to pra.y. One. 
wss a pharaoy and one was a publican. One was proua, a.n exa~gerated pride 
in himself and there we.s a spiritu::.i,l pride not in a materialistic sense 
but in a spiritual sense and he opened his eyes wide so that he might 
embrRce All of the glow of God I s contene.nce. He said, Lora I'm proud that 
I 1m the man I am not f.!! shriveling human like this little publict=m over here. 
Jesus SAid the publican didn't even lift his eyes because he felt so un­
worthy by the gre!llt God. His simple prayer we.s a prayer, "Lord be merciful 
to me. 11 And then Jesus asked , which wa.s the worthy prayer, we know immed­
iately. We've got to be cautious about exaggerating ourselves beyond our 
true worth and that 1s humility. Humility is not debe.cing oneself but being 
aware of the fa.ct that everyone else is just as important i=is I a.m and 
that God is reponsible for everything thAt I am end everything that I would 
be. I can, t go it alone, I ce.n 1 t do it A lone. Everything thP..t I s.m is 
by God's grace end God's love. 

An A.ncient King wi:is small in stature, he felt thpt he couldn't really 
challenge his people beceuse many of his countrymen were larger tha.n he. 
And so he commissioned e ertisen of his country to fashion R marror that 
distorted his image, to mmke him look broader through the shoulders and 
taller in sta,ture. So that everyday when he walked out to meet his people 
he looked e.t himself in the mirrow, exa.ggeratea pnd 1 t ~E:'lve him a. sense of 
confidence and he walked out to meet his people oonfidnet because of what 
he pretendea to be. So long i=is there is pretense the true self cennot 
embra.ce the gifts of life. So it I s ,.:i qua.Ii ty of 11 ving a. sense of humility, 
that Christ offers. 



-4-

But then there's not only a. quelity of beint.i: but e quality of doing. 
To be prefered the towel is to be CPllea to involvement. I:ve been 
e. guest in me.ny homes for dinner on mpny occasions end I'm shown the 
bEi.th to WA sh my hena s before I come to the teble ana I 1 m E!lweys in a 
qus.nder es to where to dry my hanas. !fow there's the towel that the 
people who live in the house have usea a.na it looks tempting because 
no one can see where I 1 ve dried my hands. Ano then there's thi:it 
beautiful guest towel1. hc-nging there, so pretty it doesn't look like 
it has ever been usea. I know theit it is suppose to be used by me, 
but I•m alwe.ys wonderin~ whether or not the hoste~s knows tha.t I am 
suppose to use it. M~ny times we look et ChristiAnity as something 
to be e.dmired. Jesus he.nds us a towel thPt is rumpled, dF=l.mp to be 
used, to become involved. I dare say that if one wi:is to study the 
strugp;le of Christi1=1ntty from e philosophical st,n:iapoint, to ev1=1lutete 
the worth of the sti;itements that have come from phrophets end priests, 
w±iters, one would sey that this is e clE1ssic philos9phy of life. 
There's very little weakness to be found in it PS such. Ana there ~re 
mE'lny of us who simply look 8t it from i;in intellectuR.l stencpoint Pnc 
say, this is it. This is P crec'lo by which MEE all men ou~ht to live, 
but then we WP. lk ~way And we fl eny 1 ts very precepts by the we.y that we 
Rct. We edmire it but we don't become involved with it. The towel 
motivates us to become involved. Many timei:i we shy e,we.y from many of 
the importent areas of life thPt need to be resolved Pnd we hflve the 
e:nswer or Fit least we hBVe P. port ion of the Pnswer. Everyone t1o1 lks 
e.bout peace. I saw 8 c1=.1r the other aey, only yeateraey, thet h~d two 
fingers extended in e shP-.pe of ,=i • V 11 and una er it the wore s 'sprea.a 
the word.' Now we 1 ve talked Ft lot F.1bout peP.ce and we know whet mPkes 
for peace, but we heven't yet precticea those iaeals thet mR.ke for 
peace. That 1 s how pee.ce comes, in involvement. 

We talk about brotherhood, we say everyone has equRl :rights. Yet we 
deny them persona.lly. We say the.tr s elright for everyone else encl es 
lon~ as these are excersizea in their pleceR th~1:.1 thr,t '~ fi.:t.lE~, 1:iut 
rcw don ft in.truae upon me. Intellectue.lly we embrece the fPct of 
hum8:n r.lP.:htR hut w,~ ri ~y,y t11 r->:tr oftentimes by the wey tha.t we 11 ve. 
The real troublepla.ces of life where ·we ought to become involved are 
the pl:=:i.ces that we shy ffWay from, r~tr"A,t into thoRe inter se,nctuaries 
·where 11 vi.rig P ccora ing to the f'tAr•cPrclF-• thPt i •re p:cofHr-, i;:, . Th:i.F ~1btY,r, .. 
- 71, -.~ ,: ,, .1 oc to become involved ir, tho.c~ .. 1 ;c, trJ;, .~ ,,.·c.~.s ,.~~.i ffr' ,0i n .~ffl.~ - .T c'l 

... :1°11 :t f .-1~t; • 

rrm a. lover of ess:::>ys. I h.i;,ve 8 number of books in my study of eSSP,ys 
but I hi::>ve l?· hBlf cozen volumnes essBys of Fri:ink Borem of AustrAlia 
which I love ~bove ell else. He's such Pn interestin~ writer. There's 
one the.t he wrote pfter an evening of WAlkine: out into the country. 
He SP. id thet l1c c-8me upon' e st:r0ii,~berry P"'tcr~ t:i.1.rround ea by 8 fence 
and out in the middle of thPt st:r.P-wberry petch W8S P. SC$:lrecrow. He 
a escribea it ,a strange hAt over the hee.a of stra.w, r,;ggea gloves 
hanging from outstretched ,::i.rms, ~na bi bbea overF-311 forming the sh?-pe 
of .e.t body !?nd it stood in the middl~ of the f'ield guArding th~ 
strawberries. But what i=imusea him was thi:;,t on each extenaea ~rm there 
sat a crow. Ana every moment or two, P. crow would fly down from the 
:s:tr!Dr Arm And e0t a.rstrawberry, enjoy it a.FJ,d fly bF.ick down Flgaitn. 
Ana outsiae that fence there were nozens of birc'ls chirping, w~nting 
those strawberries but efraid to venture in because of the sc8recrow. 
While the two crows s1:1.t comfortably on his Rrms ana ate the strA.wberries. 
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He se,ic1, you know if I were e crow you know wh8t I would ao. Every day 
I •c1 ero out ,;ind I •n sore just ,as high'- as I could, m,aybe to the top of 
8 steple of a church. And I'd look out Pcross the countryside icrnd I•d 
seArch out other scarecrows A.nd I wouldn't waste my time going to 
other plAce, I• d just go to the scarecrows becB.use everywhere there• s 
13 scB.recrow there's something valuBble and I• d find it. At the end 
he slRshed with en application of that truth, He sB.id, we too Mlll'.YJe 
<are faced with scerecrows, pl8ces where we Fl.re affraia to venture. 
Incidents with which we 9re A.fraid to become involved 8nd h:ere are 
the pl8.ces th,it need us most of 811. He s>?id if I w,,s the man I 
oupht to be I would search out the scerecrows <and there I would offer 
myself. Christ prefers the towel of moti V'3tion to become involved, 
DTid im,:,gim•.tively. Too meny times we stop "t the concept of the towel 
&S simply serv<>tude, looking at it as representing the fe.ct th8t one 
ought to become enslaved to the meniPl t>?sks of life. But Christ 
opened up the fullness of life Bnd sP id don't become submerged 8.t Rny 
level of life, embr,:,ce it all. He used im,:,gination in his own life, 
over and over agein he w,:,s discoverini, new insights. The out of the 
common place that other people ma seen and ignored, It thrills me to 
see something discovered in the common plece. Thet•s one thrill about 
living in Gatlinburg where so meny ere e.rtisits end craftsmen. At 
one time I thought that just about every craft that hed been devieed 
had been bought up and then someone's coming up with something new. 
Getting little river rocks and pe.inting obscure faciAl expressions, 
char,;,cterizin11: people and things on little rocks. Chipping swey 
stones to give a likeness of animals i,nd people and things, Ex-
citing to discover in the common plece something thet someone else 
has overlooked, There have been men in history thet hpve been 
cheracterized by thet ebili ty. 

Hemember when /:liche.ngelo went to Florence end he came upnn P piece 
of mf'rble th,;,t hRd been chipped upon. He inquired end he was told 
th<>t m"!ny artisans had come to the city end the ctty hsd given them 
use of it and they had chipped rway to make a monument end nothing 
ever becPme of it and now it h?n been so chipped FJwe.y tha.t it wss 
useless, Kichell11ngelo went the city fathers 'Jnd he got permission 
to use th,:,t piece of marble. He built e fense ebout it and day after 
d<>y the pe.ssersby could hear the chipping eway of his hl'mmer snd 
chisel P/>:einst the cold stone. And then one driy he broke sw,:,y the 

fense illcnd there stodd the megnificent st8tue,.of David. One of the 
great Prt treasurers of PJll times. Scores had looked upon that marble 
end they saw it e piece of wasted stone, But Michellengelo sew David 
in it and he shipped it away and Th1vid came to life. 

There's e poem thPt I like to quote thst is reminenescent of this sort 
of thing. It ~oes -

A road, e tree, a hillside 
And a white cloud floating by 
Ten men walked down that road and all but one passed by. 
He looked at the tree, the road, the cloud with ian artist mind & eye 
And he put it down on canvass for the other nine to buy. 

There are some of us who can discover in the commonple .. ce the real ex­
ci ternent of living. And othere W8 it for it to be revealed to them. 
The wr,y that Christ has taught us to live is to become awe.re of the 
commonplace. To let our imeginetions tiake hold in our live so that 
we simply do not follow the forms that others have emvisaged, but that 
W!'! discover r, uniqueness and individuality within ourselves e.nd so 
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we embrace and we become P-pa.rt and we ewakentthose coli'.lcepts within 
ourselves that have lain undiscovered. The Christian life is not 
that only a segment of life is awak:aned, but that the entire body 
becomes aweke to the worl.d and ple.ys upon m,=iny strings. To be 
handed the ;towel is to become involved in every erea of growth 
a.nd not just one way i;ilone. 

A little iad e.nd his mother were visiting a.n a.rm museum. And es they 
W8lked down through the corridor lookin~ at the various works of a.rt 
they came upon e. stetue of Christ with outstretched arms. Come unto 
me. Just a few moments before the little le.a and his mother had come 
to the statue, a ceretaker hRa pFissea by dusting off the works of art 
he hed dusted off the statue of Christ end he had laia the towel over 
his arm, the arm of the statue. And so the little boy looking up 
at the statue said mother come here, here's a stktue of Christ. He•s 
handing you a. tow·el. Exe.ctly. Thet' s whF.>t Christie.n discipleship 
issall ebout. T.his one symbol comes closer to the hea.rt of Christian 
discipleship than any other. .A que.lity of being, a. quality of doing. 
And he hnded him a towel. 

Let us pray. 
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