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St. Helen’s Anglican Church:  The Rev. Scott Gould 

Sermon September 1, 2019 
Jeremiah 2:4-13; Psalm 81:1, 10-16; Hebrews 13:1-8, 15-16; 
Luke 14:1, 7-14 

It was the Musgamagw Tsawataineuk people of a remote first 

nations community in Kingcome Inlet who opened my eyes to this 

gospel.  They lived pretty much in the wilderness, way up the 
coast near Alert Bay, opposite the northern tip of Vancouver 

Island.  For them, this practice of taking the lowest seat at the 

gathering until one is invited forward by the host was a living code 

of respectful behaviour.  It was practiced with special reverence in 
“the big house,” what we might call the long house, where 

traditional gatherings are held.   

Suzanne and I were in ministry in Kingcome beginning in the 

summer of 1998.  We had been sent there by Bishop Michael, at 

the request of the tribal council, to lead a summer bible camp for 

the children.   We learned a lot from that experience:  how to live 
in a remote community without road access, fifty miles by boat or 

an hour by float plane from the nearest grocery store.   How to be 

in a place where silence and darkness could be absolutes.  How 

to be with people who spoke the same language we did but 
whose culture and expectations were radically different from our 

own.  We often found that they knew ours.   We did not know 
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theirs.  We learned about bears and semi-wild dogs.  I held a rifle 

in my hands for the first and perhaps only time in a situation 

where I might have needed it to defend myself from a very 
LARGE grizzly bear.  I didn’t as it turned out, but I might have.  

We witnessed first hand the ancient practice of cliff burial, seeing 

with our own eyes the skeletons of ancestors who had been laid 

to rest in crevices of the rock face, still dressed in Chilkat hats and 
cedar bark clothing, with silver rings on their fingers, the hair still 

on their heads after who knows how many years.   Was it 

decades?  Centuries?  No one knew.  I was honoured to receive 
the gift of eagle feathers, a symbol of the right to speak in the 

assembly.  

I also got a nickname.  I generally don’t take to being called 
Scottie, for obvious reasons.  But to distinguish me from the 

Scottie who did the accounting in the band office (a Scotsman), 

they called me Scottie Bible Camp.  But don’t you try it! 

But as I was saying, I learned from them, how important it is to 

take the lowest seat in the gathering first and wait for the invitation 

of the host before moving up.  I learned it first in the negative.  

The first or second time I was at a gathering in the big house 
there was drumming and singing.  Without saying anything, an 

elder passed drum sticks one by one to about a dozen carefully 
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chosen singers, who then took seats on either side of a huge 

ceremonial drum made from a single cedar log set between the 

carved house posts at the front of the big house at the opposite 
end from the door.  The drumming and singing of traditional songs 

began and I was irresistably drawn to it.  Never having heard it in 

its indigenous ceremonial context before, I simply had not realized 

until then the vitality and sophistication of the musical tradition of 
the west coast aboriginal people.  I wanted to hear more and to 

observe it more closely.  I did what any of us would do.  I simply 

walked to the front of the big house and took an empty seat.  I 
noticed that no one sat near me.   In fact, after a while I noticed 

that everyone had moved away.  Nothing was said of course, but 

as we left the big house at the end of the evening, I noticed that 

although my farewells were returned, there was a certain reserve.  
I had broken the code of taking the lowest seat, so important to 

these people among whom shyness, modesty, humility, and 

respect are so important and, any hint of self-promotion is 

regarded with suspicion.  It is a culture of strict codes, in many 
ways different from the way our urban society has evolved.  But 

gradually I learned how to show respect in some of the unwritten 

traditional ways. 

At the end of that summer, after almost three months in this totally 

remote village of less than a hundred residents, we were invited 
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to attend a traditional potlatch.  By then, we knew to sit near the 

door and wait, and from there we saw every chief and elder do 

the same, even though some of them were of great age and many 
had travelled long distances by boat.  Sometimes, even when 

they were invited forward by the head of the family they would 

decline and would point to others who should be invited ahead of 

them.  A polite ritual of invitation and persuasion would follow until 
they eventually allowed themselves to be escorted to the very 

highest place of honour next to the host. 

In conversation with the elders in the village I was told many times 

that when the first missionaries came to the village a couple of 

centuries ago, the gospel they preached was already familiar to 

the native people.  When I hear this gospel, that those who exalt 
themselves will be humbled and those who humble themselves 

will be exalted, I think I have an inkling of what they mean. 

It is the crucifixion and the resurrection in miniature.  Jesus took 
for Himself the very lowest place, a seat than which there is no 

lower, and which no other human being was even capable of 

choosing until He had done it.  It was from there He was lifted up 

by the Host, to became the One at whose name every knee 
should bend. 
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He invites us to do the same: to take up our cross and follow Him, 

to find our true humility, and to understand, though this ancient 

wisdom is long forgotten, that it is in that lowest place, whatever 
that may be for us, that the little door to resurrection lies and the 

true invitation to join the host at the banguet table in the kingdom 

for the feast.


