SELLING OURSELVES SHORT

Jerome K. Jerome was planning a holiday with his friends, George and Harris. Jerome
and George rather fancied the idea of camping. They got quite poetic about it:

We said it would be so wild and free, so patriarchal like. Slowly the golden memory of
the dead sun fades from the heart of the cold, sad clouds. Silent, like sorrowing
children, the birds have ceased their song, and only the moorhen’s plaintive cry and
the harsh croak of the corncrake stirs the awed hush around the couch of waters
where the dying day breathes out her last... we run our little boat into some quiet
nook, and the tent is pitched and the frugal supper cooked and eaten. Our pipes are
filled and lighted, and the pleasant chat goes round in musical undertone; while in the
pauses of our talk, the river, playing round the boat, prattles strange old tales and
secrets..... we sit till our voices die away in silence and the pipes go out, till we,
commonplace young men enough feel strangely full of thoughts, half sad, half sweet
and, rising, knock the ashes from our pipes and say “Good Night” and, lulled by the
lapping water and the rustling trees we fall asleep beneath the great, still stars.....
Harris said, “How about when it rained?”

There is always someone, isn’t there? Always someone in the family or the
boardroom or the Church Meeting who will sit there while we dream great dreams,
then say, “But what if.....” and the whole idea falls apart. We may in time come to be
grateful because they have struck a sensible note of caution. Even Jerome, once he
had finished describing Harris in terms that were less than kind admitted that rain did
need to be considered when planning a holiday in England. But at that precise
moment, when we are feeling that all is well with the world, then someone points out
that just maybe it is not, we do not like that person. We do not like them at all.

I looked at the Bible readings for this service. First the Ten Commandments: a set of
rules which few people would find fault with. They are about basic, sensible human
morality. Second the Psalm- one of my favourites, number 19. First it tells us to look
at the world, at the glories of nature and to celebrate this amazing gift of an amazing
creator. Then it reminds us that not only has God given us the world, he has also
taught us how to live in it, how to make the best of it. The laws of God are perfect and
right and true. We have a wonderful world, we have a wonderful God, we have a
wonderful guide to happy living: isn’t everything just great?

Then along came Jesus in the Gospel saying “Wait a minute. Everything is not great.
There is some bad stuff going on.” Do you know, for one moment I could see why
people had wanted to kill him.

Some gloomy men can be ignored. We see that they are just having a bad-hair day or
even a bad-hair life and their gloom is more about their own situation than about us.
But Jesus could not be ignored. Like Harris and the rain, no-one could deny that he
had a point. There is bad stuff going on in the world. Somehow, despite a beautiful
earth and a sound basis for living, men and women still mess things up, big time
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Those tenants in Jesus’ story: they were pretty awful people, weren’t they: thieves,
bullies and murderers? But the most alarming thing about their story is that they did
not start out that way. They were not born arch-criminals. To begin with, they worked
hard in the vineyard and did a good job.



But then they got greedy. They were working hard, the vineyard was producing good
crops but they could not keep it all for themselves. They were responsible to the
landlord and it was for him to say what they could keep and what they must return to
him. And they did not like this. They started feeling hard-done-by. Why should not we
enjoy more of the profits? We work hard, why cannot we reap the full benefit? Think
what we could have if we kept more of the produce for ourselves and gave less to the
landlord? We could have bigger houses and faster cars, finer clothes, gourmet food
and wine, give our children a better start in life. We deserve these things.

And, as the greed and the resentment built up, they found ways to cheat the landlord.
First they would just keep a little of the fruit back, then more, then more, until finally
the landlord was getting virtually nothing and they were convincing themselves that
this was an entirely right and proper way to behave.

So the landlord sent servants to remonstrate with the tenants, show them the original
contract, point out that they were breaking their agreement. But the tenants, having
lulled themselves into a state of comfortable self-justification, reacted violently to the
servants: shut up or we’ll kill you. And when these servants continued to point out
that they were doing wrong, they beat them up, intimidated them and threw them out.
Why should we have to listen to this?

Finally the landlord sent his son but by this time the tenants were so firmly
established in their conviction that they owned the vineyard and were entitled to
everything they could get from it, that they had no compunction at all in murdering
the son and heir. Get rid of him and then we can claim our rightful possession.

From greed to irresponsibility; from irresponsibility to law-breaking; from law-
breaking to violence; from violence to murder: reasonable people turn into monsters!

But don’t we see this happen all the time? When men and women come to believe that
there is no higher authority in life to which they are responsible; nothing to guide
them save their own greed; no-one to answer to except themselves and maybe their
own families, others inevitably start to suffer because, as we have heard many times,
there is enough in the world for everyone’s need but not enough for everyone’s greed.
When responsible people start to draw attention to poverty and injustice they are
ridiculed and ignored in the western world, intimidated and murdered in the Third
World. The human race as a whole has come to believe that we do own the world. We
owe nothing to God and so, nothing to one another. That appalling pattern in the story
of the tenants is mirrored quite closely in our own society: from greed comes
irresponsibility; from irresponsibility comes law-breaking (and so far you are still in
the boardroom and the corridors of power, you have not got to the areas of social
deprivation); from law-breaking comes violence; from violence comes murder:
reasonable people turn themselves and others into monsters.

We may not like what Jesus is saying but we do have to admit that he is right.
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Where did it all go wrong?

Although Jesus’ story is relevant everywhere, he was talking specifically about his
own people, the Jews. God had loved them; he had rescued them from slavery and
helped them to establish their independence. He had guided their leader, Moses, in
setting out good rules on which a just society could be founded. And yet these people
over and over again had let him down. First they found ways of “getting round” his
laws and then they ditched them altogether. After their first euphoria at getting out of



Egypt and slavery, God became something of a bore to them, a wearisome relation to
whom they paid duty visits once a week; a pedantic Managing Director whom they
tried to avoid and outwit whenever possible.

Religion became an obligation- something you “should” do and none of us likes doing
what we “should” do rather than what we want to do. Obligation became a burden- /
suppose I ought to do this. And burdens make us resentful-why should I have to do
this? And resentment leads to self-pity-its’ not fair on me. From there it is only a
short step to why should I bother? To hell with the wearisome relation or the pedantic
MD! I don’t need them in my life.

This was how the people got to feel about God: they resented him. And so their greed
and irresponsibility started to shape the whole culture of the nation; anyone who tried
to remonstrate was beaten up or thrown out; the nation wobbled precariously and was
eventually overthrown. Thousands of people lost their lives and future generations
would pay a high and terrible price for the faults of their ancestors.

Why did this happen? I think, because these people had undersold themselves. They
had placed themselves in the position of being God’s servants, his vassals, his slaves.
They had taken his law as a book of strict rules which they were duty bound to keep
and in so doing they turned God into a tyrant and themselves into his under-dogs. It
was hardly surprising then that they got fed up with their religion or that it became a
burden to them. Who wants to feel that they are living under someone else’s rules,
ordered by their agenda rather than creating one of their own?

But this was not what God had wanted or what God had ever intended. He had offered
them a covenant, a mutual relationship of love and trust. He had held out his hand to
them in friendship, not to bring a nailed fist down on their heads. He had offered them
the law as a guidebook to help them on their way in a complex life. He wanted their
love, not their grudging obedience. Yet it was as though his people were selling
themselves back into slavery again and putting him into the position of their owner.

In the novel “Elegance” by Kathleen Tessaro, Louise is thinking about how her
husband has kept his marriage vows. He has provided for her well and they have
always lived comfortably; he has never been rude to her in public or, to the best of her
knowledge, unfaithful; he has taken care of her when she has been ill, he has done his
share of the household chores and he has brought her a good cup of tea in bed every
morning for five years. Who am I to say this is not love, she asks?

But it is not love because her husband does not really know her or understand her and
worse, he does not really want to know her or to understand her. Their relationship is
a duty rather than a delight. They are both selling themselves short, becoming each
others’ servants rather than each others’ lovers and that is not what marriage is about.

It is not what religion is about either and, so long as it is nothing more than a grim
duty to the human race, we are under-selling ourselves and under-estimating God.
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When you really love somebody, nothing is too much trouble. You don’t mind what
you do to make them happy because making them happy is what makes you happy. If
they have heavy burdens to carry then you feel hurt if they don’t allow you to share
them and privileged when you can do something to help. You don’t mind how much
effort it takes to spend some serious time with them because being with them is your



greatest delight. You don’t mind accepting love, care and generosity from them
because you know it gives them pleasure. You can put up with a world and a life that
is less than perfect because you have someone to share it all with and you can even
grow closer in difficult times. There is all the difference in the world between a
relationship of love and a relationship of obligation and many of us are far too easily
tempted to sell ourselves short: to place other people in the position of our
adjudicators, our judges rather than our friends.

When religion is a relationship of love between God and ourselves then it is not a
burden but a delight. When we see the world, our work, our money, our friends, our
lives as loving gifts of God to us then it comes naturally to us to share and care in our
turn. When God is our best friend, our greatest source of comfort, strength and
delight, then finding the time to come to church and the patience to put up with all the
other members becomes so much easier. If the tenants in the vineyard had seen the
landlord as their friend, they could have made the effort to get to know him, talk to
him, share the problems and the joys of their work with him. They could have laughed
and sung together at their work, shared out the proceeds gladly and generously,
enjoyed themselves, rather than moaning and cheating, stealing and killing. At the end
of the day, they were the victims in the story because they sold themselves short and
there was no need to do that.

God has done everything he can to show us that he loves us, even to the extent of
coming and living among us as Jesus Christ, bearing every pain and injustice we can
think of, so as to be able to help us and save us when we need him. God has set the
highest possible value on us. And, no matter what the complexities and confusions,
the pains and the problems of life, there is no need for us to sell ourselves short.
Amen.



