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Sermon for September 4, 2022—“His Name Was Bill…” 
Twenty-third Sunday in OT, Year C—Text: Luke 14:7-24 

The story I’m about to tell was, as far as I could discover, written by Rebecca Manley 

Pippert, and retold by Alice Gray in her book, More Stories for the Heart.  

His name was Bill, and he came from a family that didn’t have a lot of money. As it was, 

they could barely afford to send Bill to school, even though they both worked two jobs. 

Bill was in his early twenties, had unkempt hair, and he wore a T-shirt with holes in it, blue 

jeans, and sandals. Quite often, especially in warmer weather, he wore no shoes at all. This 

was literally his wardrobe for his entire three and a half years of college. He was a bit of 

an odd duck to be sure, but was a brilliant student, a very, very bright young man. He 

became introduced to Christianity in his sophomore year, but had yet to attend any church 

Across the street from the campus was a church with a very well-to-do, very well-dressed, 

very conservative congregation. They wanted to do some outreach to the students to try to 

draw them into the church, but weren’t sure how to go about it. 

Well, one Sunday, Bill decided to go visit this church. As usual, he went wearing his only 

jeans, an old, torn T-shirt, sandals, and his dirty long hair. The church service had already 

started, and was full, so Bill walked down the center aisle looking for a seat. He couldn’t 

find one because the church was completely packed. 

People were getting more and more uncomfortable, squirming in their seats as they 

watched this unclean, wild-looking young man walk down the aisle searching for place to 

sit. No one said a word. No one moved to make room for him in their pew. When he looked 

at them, no one could look him in the eye. Bill got closer and closer to the pulpit. Finally, 

he got to the front, and saw that there were no more empty seats, so he just sat down on the 

floor right in front of the pulpit. Needless to say, no one had ever done that in this church 

before!  

By now, everyone was upset and distracted, you could cut the tension in the air with a 

knife. All eyes were on Bill. Just then, a respected church deacon got up, and started toward 

the front. Now the deacon was in his eighties, and he had silver-grey hair, and a three-piece 

suit. A Godly man, very dignified—very refined. He’d been a member of the church his 

entire life.  He walked with a cane. As he started walking toward the young man everyone 

thought, “Thank goodness. The deacon will take care of this. Someone needs to correct his 

disrespectful young man. What a disgrace!” 

It took a long time for the deacon to reach Bill. The church was utterly silent except for the 

clicking of the older man’s cane. All eyes were focused on him. No one said a word. It was 

so quiet you could’ve heard a pin drop. Even the preacher stopped his sermon when the old 

man finally got to the front. Then, they were all completely surprised to see the old deacon  

drop his walking stick and, very slowly, and with great difficulty, sit down on the floor 

next to this young man. He didn’t want this young man to sit alone, and feel unaccepted or 

unwelcome. 

Needless to say this caught everyone, including the pastor, by surprise. The reaction to this 

simple, unexpected gesture was immediate and emotional. Everyone was clearly moved, 

some to tears, by what the elderly man had done. 
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When the minister gained control he said, “What I’m about to preach you’ll probably never 

remember. But what you have just seen, you’ll probably never forget.” This story paints a 

powerful picture of love, acceptance and grace. In the story, we’re reminded of two 

important truths: First, that church, most especially worship, is not about us. The second, 

is that the message of the gospel, is one of unconditional love, and acceptance. 

And so, brothers and sisters, here’s the thing… 

We can write our own ending to the story. But sometimes, the beginning can be so powerful 

that it changes the middle and the end.  Perhaps “Bill” will visit us one day. I hope he will. 

If—or perhaps when—he does, will he know that we care about him as a child of God, 

made in God’s image, enough to welcome him just as he is? Or will he somehow feel as if 

he has to live up to some seemingly impossible standard in order to find real acceptance?  

Be careful how you live. You may be the only Bible some people will ever read. As St. 

Francis of Assisi once said: “Preach the Gospel. If necessary, use words.” 

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


