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“The, Me-First Syndrome” 
Preached at the United Church of Los Alamos, NM 

By Don Childers on September 2, 2007 
Text: Luke 14: 1, 7-14 

 
 Daniel Kadlec writes, ÒBaby boomers are commonly thought to be the most self-

absorbed generation in American history.  Yes, they save too little.  And yes, they spend 

lavishly on themselves, remodeling everything from their homes to their bones.  Yet, 

ultimately, the bad rap might prove to be undeserved.Ó1   

-1- 

 Welcome to this Labor Day Sunday weekend.  Our focus today is a story found in 

the Gospel of Luke.  Jesus has been invited to the home of a Pharisee to eat dinner on the 

Sabbath.  What is unique to Luke is that only Luke presents a story where Jesus eats with 

Pharisees.  Some commentators explain this by saying that the invitation was a set-up for 

Jesus.  I prefer to believe that Jesus was in fact all-inclusive.  His circle was large enough 

to include those who had been kicked out of the synagogue as well as those who were in 

the seats of power. 

 During dinner, as was custom there was discussion.  Generally around sharing 

bread, persons shared philosophy and ideas.  Jesus noticed how persons pushed and 

shoved to be at the place of honor.  Most of these dinners were eaten with persons 

reclining around a center table.  The person to the right of the host was usually the 

honored one.  So as with us today people clamored for the best position. 

 This is something that continues today and in some ways may have become an 

obsession.  The desire for recognition seems never to be satisfied today.  Pushing and 

                                                
1 ÒMe Generation becomes We GenerationÓ. Daniel J. Kadlec. USA Today, found at 
http://www.usatoday.com.  
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shoving whether it is to gain the seat of honor or dash ahead of someone in a traffic jam 

is a characteristic of our time.    

 This pushing for position has been with us for some time.  Rev. John Claypool 

shared in a sermon about stagecoaches in the 19th Century and the class of ticket.  The 

lower the number the more privileges one has then and now.  A first class ticket on a 

stage coach entitled the owner to remain in the stagecoach no matter what.  A second-

class ticket meant that if difficulty arose you had to get out and walk beside the coach 

until the situation was resolved.  A third-class ticket meant you were called on to solve 

whatever difficulty came up whether it meant getting down in the mud or pushing the 

coach up a hill.2  Striving for the highest seat or the best ticket is a passion that has been 

with us for a long, long time. 

 Jesus saw this happening and so took the opportunity to give the group a lesson 

on spiritual dinner etiquette. The advice Jesus gives is similar to the ÒwisdomÓ found in 

Proverbs or Sirach.3  So it was nothing new.  Jesus was reminding them of what they had 

been taught from their faith.  Jesus said that one should not push and shove for the best 

seat but should demonstrate ÒhumilityÓ. 

 JesusÕ second observation concerned the guest list. Then and now dinners were an 

occasion for political and social contacts.  You invited people who could benefit you in 

some way.  Or you accepted an invitation based on whether the dinner would provide an 

advantage to you. 

                                                
2 ÒGodÕs First ClassÓ.  Rev. Dr. John Claypool, August 29, 2004.  Claypool is professor of preaching at 
McAfee School of Theology at Mercer University in Atlanta, GA. 
3 See Proverbs 25:6-7, or Sirach 32:1-2.  Information of the above comes from Brian P. StoffregenÕs 
Exegetical Notes found at http://www.crossmarks.com.  
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 Many years ago I was involved in the Texas Mental Health Association.  In order 

to raise money we began putting on exclusive banquets.  These banquets, for a good 

cause, ran $10,000 or more per table.  Everybody who was anybody clamored to attend.  

This particular occasion was a banquet in an exclusive hotel in Austin, Texas and was 

honoring the popular Lieutenant Governor of Texas.  The dinner lasted for three to four 

hours.  There were long ÒpausesÓ between the courses.  A friend of mine, Helen Farabee, 

who was the wife of one of the Texas State Senators, asked me how I liked my first 

ÒpoliticalÓ dinner. By that she meant that the reason the dinner was so long and there 

were ÒlongÓ pauses between courses was to give persons an opportunity to connect with 

whomever they wanted to.  This was one reason, she said, people clamored to attend. 

 Jesus suggested that people should invite persons to the dinner who could do 

nothing for you.  He suggested that the host should have invited the poor, the outcasts, 

and the sick to the banquet.  These would be persons who could not return the favor. 

 I remember that a few days after the gala banquet in Austin, I was sitting at the 

Salvation Army having dinner with the transients and prison half-way house persons.  

That is one thing about ministry; we are welcome at many tables.  What I noted was that 

although the dress and menu was different the conversation between Austin and the 

Salvation Army dining room was much the same.  The people at both events talked about 

politics, the weather, families and how the Dallas Cowboys were doing.   

 Well after the mini-lecture I imagine invitations to Jesus declined a bit. 

-2- 

 Jesus talks about ÒhumilityÓ.  Humility is a difficult concept to understand 

especially in a culture that stresses the opposite.  The phrase ÒMe-GenerationÓ was 
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tagged to the baby boomers during the 1980s.  The hostile takeovers, leveraged buyouts 

and other mergers spawned a new kind of billionaire, according to an article on American 

Cultural History from the Kingwood College Library.4  This decade saw the rise of 

Donald Trump, Leona Helmsley and others who basically said Òif you have it flaunt it.Ó  

The baby-boomers were called the ÒsplurgeÓ generation by Tom Wolfe and Òshop to you 

dropÓ became a common phrase.5 

 The Eighties was an interesting decade.  We began using personal computers in 

the 1980s.  The shuttle Columbia was launched in 1981 and then tragically exploded in 

1986.  Sandra Day OÕConnor became the first female Supreme Court Justice.  Jesse 

Jackson became the first African American candidate for President.  Rock Hudson died 

of AIDS in 1985. The one-earner family gave way to the two-earner family.  Stephen 

King, Tom Clancy and Danielle Steele wrote 10 of the 13 books that sold over one 

million copies.  Cosmos was written by Carl Sagan as was Alan BloomÕs Closing of the 

American Mind.  6 

 A 1980 study by UCLA and the American Council on Education indicated that 

college freshmen were more interested in status, power and money than at any other time.  

Business Management was the most popular major.7 Do you remember Smurfs and 

Cabbage Patch Dolls?  Camcorders made their appearance as did video games and who 

can forget RubikÕs Cube?  Power dressing was in.  Sneakers became fashion dress and 

companies like Nike and others continued to raise the price on what had before been an 

                                                
4 American Cultural History: 1980-1989, Kingwood College Library, found at http://kclibrary.nhmccd.edu.  
5 This and the following come from the research from Kingwood College Library. 
6 Kingwood College Library, op.cit. 
7 Ibid. 
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inexpensive shoe. 8 Cable was born as was MTV.  Pop, rock, new wave, punk, country, 

rap or hip-hop became popular.   Movies of the decade included On Golden Pond, 

Tootsie, Arthur, ET, Out of Africa, Beverly Hills Cop, Big Chill, Platoon, Star Trek, Rain 

Man, and Driving Miss Daisy.  On television we saw: Roseanne Married with Children, 

CNN Cable News, 20/20 and America’s Funniest Home Videos. 

 It was a time that spawned a focus on the individual as never before.  One was 

encouraged to know no limits and to never take ÒnoÓ as an answer.  We were conditioned 

to expect to have it Òmy wayÓ and to have with pride.   

 In churches there was a shift toward more and more consumer driven ministries.  

We saw the rise of more individual centered worship styles where churches strived to 

meet the needs of those attending and not attending.  Conservatism and Fundamentalism 

became mainstream during the decade as did a continual parade of new programs to help 

people get in touch with themselves and God.  The focus was on me. 

I remember a comment made by someone at a Board meeting in the 1980s.  We 

were discussing whether to join with other Disciple congregations in giving a $50 or $75 

contribution as a thank you ÒloveÓ gift for the secretary who served our denominational 

Area.  She had been providing the service at no salary for over one year and the Area 

Board wanted to give her a gift.  One member of our local church board questioned the 

gift saying that the Area secretary had never done anything directly for us so why should 

we give her some of our money.  After a lengthy discussion the motion passed but not 

unanimously.  I recognized then that we were living in a different age. 

-3- 

                                                
8 Kingwood College Library, op.cit. 
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 In this regard the message of Luke might seem quite strange to us.  We might see 

nothing inappropriate with rushing to the best seat and in fact might view someone who 

did not as suspect.  Yet, Jesus stressed that humility was an important spiritual discipline.  

Humility is not putting ourselves down or demeaning ourselves.  Humility is not the same 

thing as a poor self image.  In truth one must have a strong self image for humility to 

truly operate.  Being humble is not being passive it is choosing to turn the other cheek, 

choosing not to retaliate, and choosing not to push and shove for recognition.  It is a 

choice we make that in part becomes possible when we recognize that in GodÕs view we 

are valuable and loved and that this love has nothing to do with our status, success, or 

recognition or non-recognition by others.  Humility is a choice that becomes a reflection 

of what is inside of us. 

 A newly discovered chapter of the Book of Genesis has provided the answer to the 

question, “where did pets come from?”  Adam told God about how lonely he was.  God 

replied that this was no problem.  God said, “I will create a companion for you that will 

be with you forever and who will be a reflection of my love for you.  Regardless of how 

selfish or childish or unlovable you may be, this new companion will accept you as you 

are and will love you as I do, in spite of yourself.” 

 So God created a new companion to be with Adam.  The new animal was pleased 

with Adam and wagged its tail.  God said to Adam that the name of the animal will be a 

reflection of God’s name seen backward—D—O---G.  

 And Dog lived with Adam and was a companion to Adam and loved Adam.  Adam 

was comforted.   God was pleased.  Dog was content and wagged his tail. 
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 After a time Adam’s guardian angel came to God and told the Lord that Adam 

had become filled with pride.  “He struts and preens like a peacock and he believes he is 

worthy of adoration.  Dog has indeed taught him that he is loved, but perhaps too well.” 

 The Lord said, “No problem.  I will create for him a companion who will be with 

him forever and who will see him as he is.  The Companion will remind him of his 

limitations so he will know that he is not always worthy of adoration.” 

 And God created CAT to be a companion for Adam. And CAT would not obey 

Adam.  And when Adam gazed into Cat’s eyes he was reminded that he was not the 

Supreme Being.  And Adam learned humility.  And God was pleased.  And Adam was 

greatly improved. And Dog was happy.  And the Cat didn’t give a hoot one way or the 

other.9 

-4- 

 There is hope that the message of love and sharing that the church has been 

saying does have an effect.  I began by referencing an article by Daniel Kadlec ÒMe 

Generation becomes We GenerationÓ.  He writes, ÒAs boomers, turning 60, enter the 

traditional retirement years we are witnessing a grand transformation in this period of 

life, which has long been marked by withdrawal, entitlement, and the pursuit of leisure.  

The emerging model embraces personal growth, giving back and continued 

employment.”10 

 The author reports that working longer is not just to accumulate more but retiring 

boomers are seeking jobs that give back.  Boomers are already giving back more.  Kadlec 

writes, ÒNationally boomers have higher volunteer rates than either seniors or young 

                                                
9 http://jokes.crossmap.com  
10 Daniel Kadlec, ÒMe Generation becomes We GenerationÓ, USA Today, August 2006 found at 
http://www.usatoday.com.  
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adults, reports the Corporation for National and Community Service.Ó11  The author 

writes that the ÒMe GenerationÓ is changing into the ÒWe GenerationÓ.  He cites as an 

example Microsoft co-founder Bill Gates who is now working with his foundation, 

especially after William Buffett, age 75 has pledged $31 billion, to eliminate diseases 

around the world.12  Figures from the RGK Center for Philanthropy and Volunteerism 

reveal that volunteer numbers are actually increasing within our culture.13 

 Humility is the recognition that we are not the center of the universe.  It is not 

passivity but actively recognizing that others count as much as me.   

 There is work to be done.  We are still in the grip of a strong movement of 

individualization and a focus on ÒmeÓ.   Jesus gives us a challenge.  He chose the life of a 

servant as a model and choice.  At no other time was this more apparent than in the John 

story of the washing of the Disciples feet.14  That was a task that servants and slaves 

performed.  It was a task that a disciple would do for his or her master.  It was not a task 

for the master to do.  Yet, Jesus showed no hesitation when he got on his knees and 

washed the feet of his students.  His model becomes our challenge.  It could change the 

world.  Amen. 

 

  

                                                
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 http://www.utexas.edu/lbj/rgk/invesigator/issue5/  
14 John 13 


