Holland - Impressions: New Use-Old Joke

New Use for an Old Joke

by Tim Holland
Recently I read a version of a well worn humorous story that was customized by a clergyman to stress the virtue of facing reality and not trying to flee from or avoid it.  The tale was that of an usher who asked an elderly woman where she would like to sit.  When she responded that she wanted to be right up front the usher cautioned her that it would probably not be a good idea, since they had a visiting preacher who was very boring.  The woman, immediately, took offense and challenged the usher with: "Do you know who I am?"  When he replied, politely, "No ma'am, who are you?"  Her assertive reply was: "I'm the preacher's mother!"  Thinking quickly he replied, "Do you know who I am?"   When she replied, "No.", he immediately said, "Good."
Now as I mentioned, I have seen and heard many versions of this story where the usher and the mother are replaced by the employee and the company president, the waiter and the restaurant owner and so on.  In all cases the story is designed to evoke a smile and if there is a lesson to be learned it is that if you are going to complain about something you had better know to whom you are complaining or be very quick on your feet.

In the magazine in which I found the story of the usher, the argument is that the usher was in the wrong and should take responsibility for his blunder and simply apologize.  However, I see it a bit differently.

To me the usher was not entirely incorrect in his handling of the situation.  After all, his apparent objective is to offer advice to someone he didn't know so that her experience in his church would prove to be a positive one—the "you only have one chance to make a good first impression" concept.  The actions of the usher, to me, clearly fall under the doctrine of the Good Samaritan in helping avoid a bad experience.

If the usher, on the other hand, knowing the preacher gave boring sermons, was encouraging  strangers to sit in the front of the church so that the regular church members would be spared the boring ordeal, well, I would have a problem with that.

However, what if the usher was trying to protect the preacher from having an unknown old woman snoring away right in front of him?  What issues would that ten raise?

But what about the preacher's mother?  What about her comment?  Is she wrapping herself in the robe of self importance?  Does her expression of indignation make her the offending one in putting the usher on the spot?  Who really owes the apology to whom?

The correct answer to those questions, as with most things in life, is: "it depends."

The key to the actions of both the usher and the preacher's mother is motivation.  Was the intention of the usher in trying to help the visitor the correct one or is it overweighed, not by the offense given to someone he had no idea would be offended, but making an unkind comment about the visiting pastor's preaching abilities?

In the first instance, I am somewhat reluctant to criticize someone for trying to do a good deed, even if some might claim it to be misguided, so my instincts are to give the usher a "pass" on attempting to steer a visitor to a more benign location, where, perhaps, she can doze comfortably with the rest of the congregation and not be embarrassed.  On the other hand there is the possibility of an offense given to the visiting clergyman.  Passing on to a stranger a subjective judgment about the preaching quality of someone who may be filling in for another does seem to be uncharitable.  But what if the usher's criticism is a consensus version of the host congregation?  What if he really is a boring sermon giver and everyone, including the visiting preacher knows it?
Preachers are aware of there own capabilities.  When standing in front of a congregation be it in a pulpit, on a step, platform or just roaming around, there is really very little the speaker cannot see.  If you're putting the people to sleep—you know it; if someone yawns—you know it; if people are yawning and dozing more than usual—you know it.  If a preacher doesn't know it, then perhaps it is time for church officials to make future career suggestions, such as becoming a biblical scholar in a nearby monastery or seminary.

As far as the mother is concerned, she deserves a "pass' on not realizing that her son is sermon-giving challenged, after all mothers, quite often, believe their children have qualities often missed by others.  On the other hand, mothers, privately, are usually pretty aware of the limitations of their children and will do all they can to discourage that rock climbing trip for the son that kept falling out of his crib or always seemed to trip when going up a flight of stairs.
The mother's comment of "Do you know who I am!" tells us a great deal.  She is not disputing the truth of the usher's boring claim, she id offended by his public exclamation of it to a stranger.  Her response is to go on the attack and respond to the usher's perceived attackon her son, which, on certain levels, is understandable.  One must wonder if she has had to go to his defense on other occasions.  Also, why sit up front—alone?  Is she trying to avoid overhearing negative comments about the visiting preacher from those huddled in the rear?  Could she have responded differently?
"Oh thank you young man, but my son likes me up front so when he sees me doze off he knows when to put in the humorous part."

or

"That's all right, I've heard him speak before and I've learned to enjoy the boring parts."

or

"Thank you for the offer but I wouldn't want to put out a member of the regular congregation by taking their seat in the rear."
There are a lot of possibilities.  However, the best advice for our clergyman who penned the article using the example of the usher and the preacher's mother would be to let an old joke stand on its own and don't try to "de-humor" it by turning something intended as a laugh getter into a teaching moment, unless, of course, the ultimate end it to give someone the opportunity to analyze your teaching moment.
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