FIRST STEPS

Posy Simmonds drew two cartoon strips side by side.

The first shows a mother, sitting with several children around her, a frown on her face
and a black cloud above her head. Her husband asks, “what’s the matter, Rose?”
“Sarah, that’s what’s the matter. | only helped her out today. | only looked after her
baby for three solid hours while she had a business lunch- lobster, champagne and
créme brulee. You know me, I love babies and not only did | get hers to stop crying, |
managed to get a good feed into him. I handed him over clean, warm and smiling but
was she grateful? You should have seen the look she gave me. With her designer
lipstick and executive briefcase- looking down on me as a dreary stay-at-home old
mumsy. Ooh, she makes me feel so inferior.”

Second cartoon. Mother sitting with her baby, executive briefcase on the floor beside
her; black cloud over her head. Husband asks “what’s the matter, Sarah?”’

“Rose, that’s what’s the matter. She looked after our baby while | went out to lunch
and she fed him- breastfed him. “I hope you didn’t mind,” she said, ““but he seemed
so hungry.” She was really rubbing it in that I am not feeding him myself and making
me feel guilty for going back to work. Ooh, she makes me feel so inferior.”

The husbands in both cartoons obviously believe that discretion is the better part of
valour and say nothing.

It would be interesting to conduct a survey around a workplace, a neighbourhood, a
church and ask everyone to name —in confidence- the people who make them feel
inferior. And | would not mind betting that at least seventy-five percent would be like
Sarah and Rose- interchangeable.

Mr Smith might say that Mrs Jones made him feel inferior because she was always in
firm control of the staff at the office. Mrs Jones would then say that Mr Smith made
her feel inferior because he managed to maintain such easy-going, friendly
relationships with the staff.

The people at number 25 in the street might feel inferior to the people at number 26
because the people at number 26 had a landscaped garden, security gates and a jaguar
(car that is) in the driveway. The people at 26 would feel inferior to the people at 25
because 25 always seemed to have friends and family coming, whereas at 26 they
were rather lonely.

In a church, Sean, the youth leader might feel inferior to Jane, the lay preacher
because Jane seems to find it so easy to talk about her faith, quote from the Bible and
lead extemporary prayers at a moment’s notice. Jane might feel inferior to Sean
because he is so much more up to date with modern culture and the younger
generation.

Feelings of inferiority are not that difficult to arouse in a world where people are all
so very different and where nobody is entirely satisfied with the person they are.
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Religion has always been exceptionally good at making people feel inferior. In the
first place it presents us with God, who simply because he is God, is going to be
infinitely superior to the rest of us. In the second place, it presents us with the highest
possible standards for living which no-one can ever live up to, so that sense of
inferiority hits us again and again. | have attended many church services in which one



of the first things you do is to remember the Ten Commandments, then think of all the
times you have broken them and then have to say “sorry.”

Our two readings today bear out this sense of human inferiority in the presence of
God. Isaiah is in the temple when he sees a vision of God in all his glory.

“Woe is me,” he cries, “‘I am unworthy and I live amongst people who are unworthy.
How can | bear to look on the face of God?”

Peter has been out fishing and Jesus has performed a miracle right there on his boat.
Peter realises that this is someone with divine power.

“Get away from me, Lord,” he says, “I am a sinful man. | am not fit for you to
associate with.”

The presence of God fills both men with this overwhelming sense of their own
inadequacy and neither of them can cope with it.

Let’s be honest, we none of us enjoy being made to feel inferior. It is not a pleasant
sensation. We do not find it easy being in the company of people whom, we feel, are
belittling us.

And we cope either by becoming confrontational: who do you think you are?

Or-like Isaiah and Peter- by trying to get away from them as fast as possible.

Or, if we cannot get away (because they are our boss or our mother in law) we simply
slide into the unfortunate habit of sniping at everybody else in our lives because we
have to take it out on someone.

The same can be said of God. A lot of people have got into the habit either of being
confrontational with God: who do you think you are? Life is hell. The world is a mess
and what gives you the right to tell me what to do?

Or of avoiding God and avoiding anything which might suggest God- like church.

Or —and this is what tends to happen more within the church-of taking it out on
everybody else. Quarrels and misunderstandings in a congregation, spiritual bullying,
where you either frighten or nag others into faith, apathy, grumblings, unfriendliness
toward strangers- a lot of this stems from a deep-rooted sense of our own inferiority.
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Going back to those cartoons though, the point Posy Simmonds was making was that
neither of those women was actually setting out to make the other feel inadequate.
Neither honestly thought the other inferior. Their problems arose from what was
going on inside them. Rose enjoyed being at home looking after her children but there
were times when she missed the stimulation of adult company, of work outside the
home. Sarah enjoyed being a working mother but there were times when she missed
her baby, when she wanted to give more time to him. Both were victims of a culture
which sends out contradictory messages to women: working mothers are selfish and
greedy; home-making mothers are lazy and incompetent; both were victims of a
society in which you either have to work a fifteen hour day or not at all and neither
was finding it easy to cope. The sad thing is that, without those feelings of inferiority
and the resentment this was creating, they might have been able to help each other.

Going back to the two stories we heard from the Bible, did you hear anything at all
which suggested that God was trying to make Isaiah feel inferior? Did you hear
anything at all which suggested that Jesus was trying to make Peter feel inferior?

I did not. The problems were far more about what was going on inside those two men.



Isaiah lived in a time of political and social turbulence. One super-power after another
was taking over smaller nations and his country was very vulnerable. Few of the
recent Kings of Israel had been good or strong leaders. King Uzziah had started out
good but had then become too proud and arrogant and got a lot of things wrong. Now
he was dead and who knew what the next King would be like? The country had also
been going through a long period of religious decline, with people losing faith, casting
off moral restraints and social justice. Isaiah knew that his nation was heading for
disaster and this made him scared and miserable but what could he do?

Peter also lived in difficult times. He was living in an occupied country, which meant
that no matter how many fish he caught, a substantial amount of his profits would go
to the Roman army and this made him angry and frustrated. His whole society was an
angry and violent one: a dog eats dog world. Religion had become more a matter of
lip-service than anything else. Nobody thought of God as having any real clout. Peter
was unhappy and bitter but again, what could he do?

Both men were victims, as we all are, of the world’s evil and of human weakness. It
was this which was making them feel inadequate, not anything God was doing or
saying.

And how does God respond to their protests of inferiority? Does he say, Down on
your knees, miserable creature. You are indeed worthless and inadequate?

No, in both cases he says, Come with me. | need people like you.
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The God | was brought up with was a god with a large notebook open before him in
which he was entering everything I did wrong, every effort which fell short of the
standards he required. | was afraid of this god but I do not think I liked him very
much. Nor did I like myself because | knew what he was writing in the large black
notebook. And because | did not like him and I did not like myself, I did not like other
people very much either.

It was only a long time later that | realised that | had got God wrong. In the Bible it is
Satan who is the accuser, Satan who has a low opinion of the human race, Satan who
hates and belittles us. It is God who is on our side, God who protests our worth, God
who waits and hopes and reaches out and never gives up on us. St Paul said “who
shall condemn us? Not God. It is God who justifies.”

God is no fool. He knows all our shortcomings. But he also knows what we are up
against and he would rather bear pain and punishment himself than kick us when we
are down and turn his back on us.

Isaiah and Peter had been brought up with a God who was so remote and so holy that
his presence could only make them feel thoroughly bad about themselves. This god
could do nothing for them. In his presence they could only curl up in self-loathing and
despair. Then, to their surprise they met a God who smiled at them, who held out his
hands to them, who invited them into his life, who filled them with confidence and
delight rather than with guilt and fear.

As a result of encountering this God, both became men of stature in religion. Both
played a huge part in restoring faith and hope to others. Peter became the head of the
Christian church, breaking down racial and religious barriers which had existed for
centuries. Isaiah preached and wrote some of the most beautiful and inspiring



messages we shall ever hear, bringing comfort to people in exile and hope to those
who would return and rebuild their nation.

Both Peter and Isaiah were able to shake off their feelings of inferiority, reach out,
shake hands with God and build up a relationship of love, of confidence and of co-
operation which was to last throughout their lifetimes and have a powerful effect on
their world.

Epiphany: seeing something of God in our world and in our lives. Our stories today
show just what a liberating and joyful experience that can be. Life can be so very hard
and we become so very frustrated with it all. The last thing we need is someone
superior telling us what a mess we are making- we know that already.

But here is a greater power reaching out in love and saying “let’s do this together.”
That is the God of the Bible. That is the God we see in Jesus. That is the God whose
Spirit is with us and around us and filling this place today.

So, as Saint Augustine said, what can we do but sing alleluia and start moving.

I’d like to finish with the words of a prayer by Brother Roger of the Taize community:
O Christ, in every creature you place a word: God’s forgiveness and his confidence in
us. To walk in your footsteps you offer us the energy always to begin anew.

Following you through the humble events of every day means discerning a way- not a
law burdening us with obligations, but you, O Christ, you are the way and on this
road God comes to meet us.

Amen.



