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Deuteronomy 1:20-40 
I Samuel 15:17-23 
Luke 20:9-16 

OFF THE HOOK 

 The wedding was over. Everybody was relaxed and having a 
pleasant time. They were nice people – young men, heads of families. 
They were talking with each other, and I was just listening. It was not 
my intention to be judgmental at all. Neither was I angry, either then 
or now. I was just listening to the conversation.  

 But it struck me, almost like a physical blow: Young children 
were looking up to these men! Young lives were depending on them. 
They called them “Daddy.” They thought of them as “grown up.” They 
thought these men knew what they were doing. The values and the 
concepts of reality held by the coming generation would be shaped by 
these young men I was listening to. It was appalling to contemplate. 

 Mind you, these were very bright, responsible, attractive young 
men. I am sure that if I got to know any one of them, I would be proud 
to call them friend. It was just one of those moments when the veneer 
seemed to fall away and I “heard” what they were saying. Among other 
things, they all wanted to retire by the time they were in their early 
forties. It was alarming. How does God endure us? 

 Of course, it also reminded me of my own level of awareness; 
of the myth of “growing up”; of the assumptions we make about 
knowing what life is about and what we are doing. The young men 
I was listening to did not know what was good for them. Literally, they 
did not know! They wanted things that would be bad for them; that 
would make them unhappy; that would make their lives meaningless. 
Yet they spoke of these things with longing. If we had been in a sacred 
setting, it would have been almost like they were praying for God to 
desert them. Yet I could detect no awareness on their part that they 
realized what they were saying. 

 Do we always want what is good for us? 

 There is the lurking myth that sometimes between high school 
and age twenty-five, we grow up. From then on, we know what we are 
doing. We want what is good for us and we go after it. More and more, 
I am surprised and impressed by the realization that I often do not 
know what is good for me. Sometimes when it is put right in front of 
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me, I reject it or avoid it. And I live in a world where we are proving, 
with greater and greater alarm and terror every day, that we do not 
know collectively what is good for us either. Even when we get a 
glimmer of what would be advantageous, very often we do not 
choose it. 

 Within the frameworks of Christian thought, this is old truth. 
We live in a world alienated from God – a world that does not know 
God’s will. That is, we are sinners. Sin is not just about being bad or 
doing wrong. It is also about being confused, lost, unfocused – not yet 
tuned to God’s will. We need saving and redeeming. If we awaken, we 
walk a Pilgrim’s Way into a new kind of Life. We need God. We may 
eventually come to love and want God, but first of all we need God. 
Life does not go well apart from our Creator. 

 It is all old, familiar truth to Christians. Nevertheless, it 
sometimes hits with fresh clarity and force. Left to our own devices, 
we do not want what is good for us. Without the Holy Spirit – without 
pledging daily obedience to the Holy Spirit – there really is not much 
hope for us. Our hope is in Christ, not in our wisdom or in our efforts. 
If we do not walk with the Spirit, there is little hope that we will find 
joy or meaning or true happiness this side of the grave. Having things 
our own way and doing things our own way lead to death and 
destruction. Do you really know and believe that? Knowing it is 
the difference between humanism and Christianity. 

 So I discover that going after the things I think I want leads me 
away from the very things I truly care about most: work, accomplish-
ment, growth, challenge, adventure, meaning, courage, purpose, 
dedication, worship, faithfulness, love. Well, of course I want the 
result of all these things, but my level of longing is usually wanting 
to avoid all these things. 

 Incredibly, I also turn away, again and again, from the very 
things that have helped me most in the past: prayer, humility, study, 
patience, steady schedules, work routines, spiritual disciplines, 
honesty, confession, repentance, being faithful to a faith community. 
So far, I keep returning to all these things. I am certainly grateful for 
that. I am just dumbfounded that I have to re-turn, and at how often 
I have to re-turn. You would think that wild horses could not have 
dragged me away. Yet I have to return. Why? Where did I go that I 
have to return? An old New England saint I knew used to say: “How 
do the sheep get lost? They nibble themselves lost. This juicy clump 
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of grass over here, then that juicy clump over there. Three hours later 
they look up and ... ‘Where am I?’ Their only hope then is that the 
Good Shepherd is out looking for them. And He is.” 

 Take work for an illustration. Getting away from our work 
is almost a national obsession. But the truth is, not having an 
assignment from God – not having our work to do – is truly a horrible 
fate. Put another way: How would you like to live a life wherein you 
never accomplished anything? 

 According to the Adam and Eve story, it is only when we are 
alienated from God that work becomes a harsh and terrible curse. 
Jesus, of course, came to reverse the curses. Christians, therefore, 
dare to again seek the blessing in work. They know it is dangerous to 
do that. But trusting in Christ’s power, they try to find their rightful 
work, and they try to do their work in a way that serves the Kingdom. 

 The feeling that we have accomplished something worthwhile is 
truly one of life’s highest delights. A person who goes to bed at night 
knowing they have accomplished something is truly a happy person, 
no matter how sore, weary, or tired they may be. On the other hand, 
if you want to get the blahs and feel really depressed, just spend a few 
days accomplishing nothing – trying to have fun in ways that bring no 
benefit to others. 

 Before I go on, I would like to make two simple comments. First, 
our true work is not always something we get paid for. Second, if you 
happen to be close to retirement or even way past it, do not assume I 
am talking to other people. God’s plans for our lives do not end before 
our lives do. 

 Christianity becomes real when we experience the presence of 
Jesus Christ as Holy Spirit, guiding and helping us on a daily basis. 
When that happens, we begin trading our fear and guilt for freedom 
and trust. We begin to make choices based on God’s astounding love 
and eternal future. That leaves us with less and less reason to hang 
back or hold up on our lives. So we go to work. We can afford to take 
more chances if God is with us. 

 Within this context, however, there is usually a turning point – 

an awakening of some kind. It is as if the lens of the camera is 
suddenly focused and things come into clarity. It is like the difference 
between having a photograph of someone and having the actual 
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person walk through the door. It is like the difference between a love 
letter and a honeymoon. It is like the difference between a date and 
a marriage. 

 Conversion, we call it. Some people like the word; some do not. 
But everybody loves the experience, no matter how much trouble it 
causes them. To be sure, people are suspicious and skeptical about 
such an experience until they have had it themselves. It’s only logical. 
How would you expect somebody to feel about a symphony if they 
have never heard one? And if they told you they could understand 
the experience of hearing a symphony without ever having heard one, 
would you believe them? Yet you don’t mind believing people who tell 
you all about God, the church, Christianity, religion, and the Bible 
who have never experienced a relationship with God? 

 We have lots of theories about God, but there is nothing 
theoretical about the real God. When God is only like someone’s 
photograph we keep in our room, we can muse all we want about this 
and that, and the picture can take on any meaning we want to give it. 
When the real person walks through the door, the theories are all 
academic. It turns into real life: dialogue, relationship, encounter. 

 God courts all of us. But in conversion, God stops fooling 
around. God pops the question: “Do you love me enough to come with 
me and to live with (for) me, or don’t you?” Are we going to get hitched, 
or what? 

 Noah did a lot of praying. And maybe he had a great theology. 
But we know his story because he was given a job to do and he did it. 
He built an ark. It was a lot of hard work. He did not get a lot of 
encouragement or acclaim from the community for doing it. It is 
interesting to wonder how he made his living while he was building. 
Nobody was paying him for the ark. How did he explain it to his wife? 
“Gee dear, I really don’t have time – I have to go out and work on the 
ark again this evening ...  Well yes, I know we need new furniture, 
but I had to spend it on supplies for the ark.” How could Noah explain 
spending all that time and energy and those resources on the ark 
while other folk were “getting ahead in life”? It may be interesting to 
contemplate, but it doesn’t matter. It is not relevant. Noah’s conversion 
meant he was given a job to do. He did it the best way he could. It is 
not relevant to ask who liked it or how much. 
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 There was no way Noah could have built that ark if he had not 
stayed close to God – if he had not stayed a man of prayer. But being 
a great pray-er or knowing a lot of meditation techniques was not the 
object of the game. What mattered was getting the ark built. 

 There is always something pragmatic and down-to-earth about 
our religion. Christianity is about switching allegiance from what 
we want to what God wants of us – switching allegiance from earthly 
values to God’s Kingdom. Christianity is about God saving us, but it 
is also about us serving God – about us going to work for God. It is the 
reason our forefathers valued freedom. They wanted to work for God 
instead of for somebody else. 

 Show me Abraham. Tell me about Moses, Paul, Samuel, or 
David. Show me a conversion anywhere in Scripture or anywhere in 
church history, and I will show you a person who not only feels the 
love of God but who also goes to work for God. It is no longer about 
working for self or for others, but working for the Lord. Scripture 
thinks conversion means finding our “calling.” Vocation (vocatio – 

the call of God) is the purpose of conversion, and conversion is at 
the core of the Christian Life. 

 But we live in a society that adores the notion of getting beyond 
work – that literally thinks play is greater than work. We live in the 
midst of a people who dream of quitting work – of winning the lottery 
so we will not have to work. “Oh, if only we didn’t have to go to work 
and could spend our days doing anything we wanted to.” 

 We do not always want what is good for us. It got me to thinking 
about how we frequently want to get “off the hook”: we dream of 
turning from responsibilities; we imagine that life would be wonderful 
if there were no struggles or problems. To have no calling – no 
assignment from God – is the worst thing that could befall us. 
If, having learned to pray, we only pray to be useless, to be left idle, 
to have no function, to be kept out of the fray, to be considered 
worthless – what will become of us? What can God do with such 
requests? 

 The saddest people I have met over the years have not been the 
people with the greatest burdens, the worst diseases, or the biggest 
tragedies. They have been the people without a calling – people who 
no longer look for anything to do with their lives. 
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 Getting off the hook, away from the pressure, out from under our 
work – that is the great daydream and longing of American society. Yet 
it is the worst nightmare a Christian could imagine. I am suggesting 
we should be very wary of the way our society is infecting us with this 
attitude. We do not always want what is good for us. Being idle is not 
good for us. Doing what we want is not good for us. Working for God 
with heart, mind, soul, and strength is good for us. It also makes us 
happy. And we should reverse all the prayers that do not match this 
truth. 

 Three quick illustrations from Scripture of what it is like to be 
let off the hook: 

 1.) The children of Israel, under Moses, lose their calling; 
they are let off the hook. God gives them their assignment – their 
task – and they refuse to do it. They are afraid. It begins with a battle 
and they think the opponents look too tough, so they refuse to go. 

 Remember, God has just freed them from Egypt – brought them 
out with a mighty hand and worked signs and wonders for them. God 
has done everything for them. This is the first time they have been 
asked to help. They refuse. God says, “What? I left a thriving business 
and a happy family, traveled seventy-eleven quintillion miles to haul 
you ingrates out of slavery, and now you won’t even go into one 
measly little battle – even with the promise that I will fight on your 
side?” And they say, “That’s right. We looked the situation over and 
we don’t like the looks of it.” 

 There is no more argument. God wants nothing more to do with 
them. They are off the hook. Retired. God says to Moses, “That’s it for 
these folks. Call me when their children grow up. Over and out!” 

 So they march around the wilderness for forty years, eating 
manna, bored to tears. They just put in time, waiting to die. The great 
American dream, and they are living it. But they tell their children: 
“If God ever asks you to do anything – anything at all – do it. Getting 
our own way has been awful.” 

 2.) The second illustration concerns Israel’s first king, Saul. 
He was God’s choice, remember, and God sent the prophet Samuel to 
anoint him. But Saul turns away from his instructions one time too 
many, and God sends Samuel to tell him he is fired. “You cannot be 
my king anymore.” This is all on the inside; the people do not know. 
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Saul still has the title. Only God and Samuel and Saul know that God 
has withdrawn. Saul is off the hook. He gets to act like the king and 
be treated like a king, but nothing he does matters. He is just putting 
in time, living in luxury with no assignments. Almost exactly what we 
think we want. The great American dream. It is so much fun for Saul 
that he develops terrible migraine headaches and eventually goes mad. 

 3.) The third vignette is a parable Jesus tells to make the very 
same point. The story says that God’s people have rejected their God-
given mission to carry the Message of God’s Kingdom to others: to be 
a light to the nations; to invite all peoples into the WAY of faith and 
obedience. 

 Since they will not do this work, God will take it (the vineyard, 
the vision, the mission, the Kingdom) away from them and give it to 
others. They are off the hook. Nothing more is expected of them. It is, 
of course, the worst thing that could befall them. 

 In none of these instances did the people suffer physical 
deprivation. God did not punish them with “starvation” or any other 
outward problems. They simply were out of the plan. They were fired. 
They were off the hook. Their lives were no longer about anything. 
What they did no longer mattered. Just put in time and wait to die. 

 We must stop wanting what America wants. Reverse the prayers. 
Stop dreaming about getting off the hook. It is the worst fate that 
could befall us. God has much for us to do. Let us pray to discover it – 

and to say YES. 
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