
Well, this is the first time I’ve attempted to preach to a live 

congregation and a virtual one at the same time and I have to say I’m 

quite excited about it. It’s just a shame that it took something as 

horrible as a global pandemic for us to start making use of the 

amazing technology that enables us to do this. But better late than 

never. Meanwhile, I’m going to be appearing on a bigger virtual 

church platform this week with Huxley (my dog) who many of you 

know.  

So, I got a call last week from the director of the Faith at Home 

project which is an online resource produced by the Church of 

England for children and young people and one of the presenters had 

dropped out at the last minute so Murray Wilkinson who used to be 

the director of youth ministry in Canterbury diocese and now works 

for the national church had suggested me. Which was nice.  

And I was going to do exactly what I’ve been doing for Virtual 

church, so sit in front of that lovely pre-Raphaelite painting of the 

Virgin Mary, until I saw some of the other videos which are much 

more ‘yoof’ and informal, people sitting on sofas with cups of tea like 

on CBeebies so I decided I needed to rebrand. Which is where Huxley 

came in. Cos everybody loves a dog, right…? 

But then there’s that saying: never work with children and animals 

and, as you can imagine, it wasn’t straightforward. At first we just 

couldn’t get Huxley to sit still. He kept trying to escape like the cat in 

the old Pepe Le Pew cartoons if you remember them. So we had to 



bribe him with a bit of Herta Frankfurter which is basically his 

favourite thing in the world. And it did the job. In that he was now 

next to me on the sofa and Nikki was happily filming us but Huxley 

was just staring at her (and therefore at the camera) in that very 

intense way that dogs do when they’re begging for food so it looked 

like I was sitting there with a stuffed animal. Which, now I think of it, 

might have been easier. But a bit weird.  

Anyway, you should be able to see it for yourselves next week. I’ll 

put a link on the website. But Huxley’s behavior was a bit like the 

people Jesus was complaining about in our Gospel reading – in that it 

went from one extreme to the other. So, first he wouldn’t sit still, then 

he didn’t  move at all. In the same way, Jesus’s audience had 

criticized John the Baptist for being too religious (they wanted him to 

lighten up) but now they thought that Jesus was too laid-back. And 

I’m sure our Bishops can identify with that. You know during this 

coronavirus crisis, they’ve been criticized for their decision to shut the 

churches, thereby ‘denying people access’ to spiritual solace just 

when they need it most but imagine the flak they’d have got if they’d 

left churches open and churches had been identified as super-

spreaders. I would say damned if you do, damned if you don’t but that 

doesn’t feel appropriate when talking about Bishops… 

But that swinging from one extreme to the other seems to be 

characteristic of human nature in general. I talked about John Cleese a 

few weeks ago, on Father’s Day and obviously he’s most well-known 



for his legendary comic creation Basil Fawlty and one of my favourite 

lines (of many) in Fawlty Towers is when Sybil says to Basil in the 

episode called The Psychiatrist ‘You never get it right, do 

you? You're either crawling all over them, licking their boots; or 

spitting poison at them like some benzedrine puff adder!’ 

And it is ludicrous the way that Basil treats people so differently 

based on where he sees them in relation to himself in the social 

hierarchy but the fact is, the character wouldn’t work, we wouldn’t 

laugh at him so much if we couldn’t see a little – or even a lot – of 

ourselves in him. And the same applies to other highly-successful 

comedy characters like Alan Partridge, David Brent (from The 

Office) or David Jason’s Del Boy all of whom are cringeingly 

ridiculous but really they all just want to be loved. They’re like 

children saying ‘Look at me, look at me. Notice me. Tell me I’m 

special and important’ which is all very well if you’re five but not 

such a good look in an adult. And the strategies that those characters 

employ to make people like them always backfire – badly – and 

actually drive people away.  

So we laugh at them but we also sympathise with them because on 

some level we identify with them. That’s how comedy works and one 

of my other favourite comedians, Jerry Seinfeld said something that 

absolutely sums up the human condition for me – which you may 

have heard me quote before. He said ‘Have you ever noticed, when 

you’re driving, that everyone going slower than you is an idiot but 



everyone going faster is a maniac?’ So the same unreasonableness as 

the people Jesus was talking to – everyone else is wrong and I’ve got 

it just right – and, more to the point, rank hypocrisy; cos when 

someone honks at us for not noticing the light’s changed we think 

‘How rude!’ But it’s a different story if we’re in a hurry… 

Which brings us to our other reading, the one that Kevin did; from 

Saint Paul’s letter to the Romans. Now, as a recovering addict, I 

really identify with that passage: I do not understand my own actions. 

For I do not do what I want but I do the very thing I hate. That is a 

perfect description of addiction! And I’m sure lots of us have 

experienced that to a greater or lesser extent. Maybe not with illegal 

drugs – or legal ones like alcohol and tobacco – but with… chocolate 

or other foods when we’re trying to lose weight – as I am at the 

moment having put on a few pounds during lockdown; and yet I 

regularly find myself eating an entire packet of… Walkers Sensations 

in one go even though I’d said enough is enough that morning. 

But it applies to other things too: in all sorts of contexts we do things 

we don’t want to do and don’t do things we really want to. Paul calls 

it ‘sin’ but to me it’s just human nature: we’re all weak, fallible, 

flawed and hypocritical but fortunately God loves us anyway. And 

that was very much Paul’s point.  

The whole thrust of the book of Romans is that rules and regulations 

don’t make us good people. If anything they merely highlight all the 

ways in which we fail to do the right thing. Or to put it another way, 



there are two equally destructive ways of responding to what Paul 

called The Law and what we might call Morality. One is to think that 

you’re successfully keeping it – which a) leads to self-righteousness; 

as in the parable of the Pharisee who boasted ‘I thank you, O God, 

that I am not as other people and b) is delusional because, as we’ve 

agreed, nobody’s perfect!  

The other is to despair at the gulf between who you want to be, how 

you want to behave and who you actually are – as Paul sort of does at 

the end of the passage when he laments ‘Wretched man that I am’ – 

but actually Paul is just painting a picture of the human condition and 

offering the way out of this either/or of self-righteousness and 

despair; and that is The Way of Jesus Christ...  

Our Gospel reading ended with Jesus’s invitation to all those who are 

weary and carrying heavy burdens to come to Him to find rest and 

trying to do the right thing all the time, trying to prove that you’re a 

good person so that people will love you, so that God will or so that 

you can love yourself is the heaviest burden of all. And there’s just so 

much relief in admitting that you’re not perfect; that you’re fallible, 

that you need help and the great news is that God loves and accepts us 

all just as we are.  

We’re all terrified of being judged and found wanting and Christian 

teaching has often fanned the flames of that fear with its emphasis on 

a day of judgement and punishment in hell for those that don’t make 

the grade. But that’s not the Gospel, the good news that God loves us 



the way a perfect parent would love their child and, as Jesus said, 

when we let go of that neurotic need to be perfect and abandon 

ourselves to God’s love, we find rest for our souls…   

 


