REAL PEOPLE: THE MAN WITH A GRUDGE

The Ancient Romans were not fools. They knew quite well that the citizens of the
countries they had taken over hated their guts. They knew that in every town and city
there would be underground groups of activists working against them. They knew that
Roman soldiers would have to watch their backs every time they patrolled the streets.

Jericho was one of the more prosperous towns in Palestine. It was a thriving centre of
commerce with plenty of work, plenty of money, plenty of social activity and the
people who lived there could have enjoyed a very comfortable lifestyle if it had not
been for the exorbitant taxes imposed on them by Rome. Rich people hate paying
taxes, especially to a government that is not their own. Clever people will find every
dodge they can to avoid paying taxes. The resistance movement in Jericho would have
been clever enough and well resourced enough to be able to keep themselves well
hidden until the optimum moment for a terrorist attack. So which Roman citizen
would be brave enough or stupid enough to take on the job of tax-collector in Jericho?

The solution was simple. Don’t give a roman citizen the job. Look for one of the
locals to take it on. He can risk his neck instead.

Of course, it will not be an easy position to fill. You need a special kind of person.
You need a man who is already something of an outcast so he will not care that all his
fellow citizens hate him. You need a man who has so little self-esteem that he can be
bought with the promise of a high enough salary, plus any extras he can squeeze out
of the tax payers. You need a man with a grudge against life, a grudge that he will be
only too glad to pay back in some way. You need an invisible man.
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You know, it is not all that difficult to make yourself invisible.

When a child is born it demands attention. It cries until somebody feeds it, cleans it
and cuddles it. Attention is its natural birthright- here | am. Take notice of me.

But as it starts to grow up that birthright can be set aside.

- if the child is consistently ignored, or if he is treated badly or if he is told that
he is stupid, ugly or unlovable, he can become withdrawn, try to be invisible
to avoid getting hurt..

- when the time comes to start school and mix seriously with other children, any
sense that you are different- in the way you look, the way you work, the place
where you live, the family you come from- can make you shy and unsure of
yourself. Or if you have been used to getting plenty of adoration from your
parents but that seems now to be conditional on your level of academic
performance, one serious failure in class can be enough to send you scuttling
away from the competition altogether. You prefer to be invisible in the hopes
of avoiding criticism.

- oras you get older and you realise that serious respect from your society will
only come as a result of exceptionally hard work, of outstandingly decent
behaviour, of making a real effort with other people, you might think that this
requires far too much exertion and quietly opt out, keeping only within the
boundaries of the few things you know you can do and within a tiny circle of
friends with whom you are familiar. To the rest of the world you prefer to be
invisible in the hopes of having an easier life.



Some people remain invisible all their lives. Even their families and work colleagues
hardly know them. They seem to have nothing to say for themselves, nothing even to
feel for themselves. | don’t have a lot of time for Trinny and Susannah and their “we
can change your life if you only wear the right clothes™ approach but I remember one
woman they talked to and they asked her “what do you really feel excited about in
life? What gets you going?”” She looked totally blank and the only thing she could
think of was that she “quite liked” listening to the radio when the children were at
school. That was an invisible woman. Even Trinny and Susannah could tell that just
getting nicer clothes would not help.

But then there are other people who resent being invisible. They feel they are missing
out on life’s opportunities and excitements. But they are still too scared to grab back
their birthright and say “Look at me. | am a human being and | belong here’” because
they are afraid of being sneered at or criticised.

So they look for something they can hide behind. Something which will attract
attention but not to the person they really are.

e Like money. You feel that you count if you have money. People will want to
spend time with you. People will do as you say if you have money.

e Like fame or notoriety. Have you noticed how many famous people are not
actually famous for a particular gift or great work? They are just famous for
being famous, for grabbing attention. Some people even kill just as a way of
going down in history.

e Sickness can be another ploy. There are people who are continually ill-and
genuinely ill- but for no apparent reason. They never get any worse but
doctors cannot quite cure them. | remember someone saying once that a
woman was suffering from “attentive husband syndrome,” which sounds
unkind but I suspect you know what | mean.

e Then there is what | call “small pond importance.” Being a “big fish in a small
pond,” enjoying the sense of being important in your own tiny community.
Perhaps the most famous examples are Captain Mainwaring and Warden
Hodges in Dad’s Army. Both are men who have been made to feel invisible,
of small account before the war and both are thoroughly enjoying the war
because of the sense of importance it is giving them in Walmington on Sea.
Churchill himself could not have more important than they did. Only on the
rarest occasions do you catch a glimpse of the real men under the Officers’ cap
and the warden’s helmet.

So, if you feel invisible, there are these ways making yourself visible except that it is
not actually you that people are looking at. It is your money or your public persona or
your medical condition. Because you still cannot believe that anyone would really
want to notice you as the person you are.
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Which brings us to Zaccheus. The fact that his story, written down sixty years later,
states clearly that he was small indicates that he would have been exceptionally short
for a man of his time. He may not have had a problem with this. On the other hand he
might. It is much harder for a man, | suspect, than for a woman, to be extremely short.
Obviously he had problems of some kind or he would not have become a tax collector
for the Romans and made himself the most hated man in Jericho. He had sold his
faith, sold his patriotism and sold himself to do this job. So maybe he had grown up



feeling invisible and the money and the power he could exert as a tax gatherer was his
way of forcing people to notice him.

So there he sits, perched on the branch of a tree, out of everybody’s way, hoping to
catch a glimpse of Jesus. Once he has seen him, he will slip back to the tax office and
get on with his work. He does not want to join in the teaching session or the worship
session or the healing session or whatever is going to happen around Jesus. Zaccheus
doesn’t like social “dos” or religious occasions. He feels happiest and safest in his
office, doing his job.

To his horror, Jesus stops right underneath his tree. He looks up and stares at
Zaccheus and, of course, all the other people then come and have a look too. Zaccheus
wishes that the tree would open and swallow him up. He puts on his most belligerent
“I’m a tax officer. Don’t mess with me,” look. But Jesus continues to look at him, not
as the tax-gatherer the people know, not as the rather small and pathetic man he thinks
he is, but as Zaccheus-the human person, the beloved child of God, the man who
counts in the universal scheme of things. Come down from that tree, Zaccheus, says
Jesus, and lets’ go to your house and talk.

Going into someone’s house and sharing a meal with them was a highly important
gesture in those days. It symbolised a strong friendship, a pact of loyalty to one
another. Jesus was not just paying a kind, pastoral visit. He was making a friend.
And the effect on Zaccheus is amazing. He wants to give all his money away. He does
not need it anymore. He is visible to Jesus, visible as the man he truly is. And if he is
visible to Jesus then he can be visible to the rest of the world and he will not need to
hide behind his money. His life can now be about building proper relationships,
playing his part in creating strong communities, discovering his real strengths,
learning just how good life can be. Salvation has come to this house, says Jesus.
Zaccheus has been saved; saved from fear, from grudges, from self-loathing, from
invisibility.
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It is not that difficult to make yourself invisible. Is it so very difficult to help people
become visible again? Because that is what we should be asking ourselves today.
Two and a half thousand years ago the prophet Habakkuk was complaining about
injustice in society. Evil people were getting away with extortion and corruption and
violence and how could God stand by and see this? The story has been the same ever
since. Habakkuk could have been writing in the Daily Mail today.

And what good, moral people are wanting is for God to crush these evil men and
women, play them at their own game, bring violence and corruption upon them.

And this does happens. “Those who live by the sword perish by the sword.”” “What
goes round comes round.” We do see it. But it does not bring violence and injustice to
an end. It just perpetuates the evil.

You need to go right back to the heart of the matter- why are some people so full of
hatred and greed and grudges? Because they have been made to feel invisible?
Because they have been pushed to the margins of society? Because they hate
themselves even more than they hate everybody else?

The righteous live by faith said God to Habbakuk, faith in God as their father, faith in
themselves as God’s precious children, faith in the world as a gift of God to be shared



and enjoyed by all. Things will get better, says God, but only through faith and
through lives lived by faith.

Does this sound suspiciously like a soft option? A naive suggestion in an incredibly
evil world?

In one episode of the “Thin Blue Line” the police are trying to tackle the problem of
juvenile crime. Inspector Grimm is of the opinion that all young people should be
locked up in prison, preferably as soon as they are born. Inspector Fowler however
decides to try taking some of the juvenile offenders on a weekend camping trip in the
hopes of building a few bridges between modern youth and the police force. Grimm
rants on and on about woolly-minded, wishy-washy liberals who have no idea about
the real world and think that young thugs can be tamed by one chorus of ging gang
goolies round the camp fire.

In one sense he is right. None of the juvenile offenders have a personality change as a
result of one weekend camping trip. In fact Inspector Fowler wakes up to find that
they have stolen his tent in the night. But there are signs of just one or two bricks
having been laid to start the bridge of understanding and visibility between police and
offenders. And maybe ten or twelve camping trips down the line, when Fowler is
utterly exhausted and never wants to see a tent or anyone under the age of sixty again
he may have reached a couple of the young people and helped them to feel visible
again in a society which has pushed them to the edge. And they in turn may be able to
bring their children up released from hatred and resentment and grudges. And one
small chain of love and peace and salvation will have been forged. It is a long shot
and it will take a lot out of him but Jesus thought that this way was worth it and he
was willing to give everything in the hope of making people visible again, proud to be
themselves, capable of taking their place in community.

It is not a soft option. It demands everything of us but it is the way of God and God
has given everything for us.

I found this short prayer in a magazine from the URC Silence and Retreats network,
written, | think by someone | used to know. | am sure she would not mind me reading
it to you by way of conclusion:

(God) when I come full of praise for all that you have given, | face your generous face
When | come to confess all my wrongdoings, | face your forgiving face.

When | come confused and concerned, | face your comforting face.

When | come feeling frightened and lost, | face your welcoming face.

When | come angry and hurt, | face your understanding face.

When | come dull and empty, | face your radiant face.

My prayer is that others may see in me some reflection of your face. Amen.



