4 October 2020; Trinity 17, Proper 22

Philippians 3: 4b – 14; Matthew 21: 33 - 46

Ashdon 9.30am

1.
Accountability and blame today

In the Nursing Times last week, there was a stern warning that the blame culture in Midwifery is driving staff away from the profession, and I know that this is also the case in other public services. It seems that an emphasis upon accountability to the public – whether on the part of politicians or others – has led in many instances not to a proper sense of accountability but to its opposite, to a culture of blame. Whilst it is a good thing that mistakes cannot be brushed under the carpet, and that there are public enquiries when things go wrong, the result can be a proliferation of procedures and individuals afraid to put a foot wrong; to a need to watch your back rather than improve services. There are a growing number of management handbooks on how organisations can create a good sense of accountability rather than a blame culture. However, admitting personal fault can be dangerous and lead to litigation. Even in minor matters such as a road accident, we are told never to say ‘it was my fault’. Increasingly confidence can come – not from doing what we see as right - but from following procedures.
2.
Our readings: accountability and confidence

What has all this to do with our readings today? Well, it seems to me that the first – from Philippians - is about the source of our confidence. The second, with yet another of Jesus’s parables about a vineyard, is about accountability. 

Let’s take that parable first. The tenants did not want to be accountable to the landlord. They wanted to be their own masters and keep all the proceeds for themselves. As the passage tells us, this was directed at the chief priests and elders and, as the reflection in the grapevine points out, was a picture of God and his people Israel. The leaders who should have been caring for God’s people were, instead, serving themselves, and had rejected the prophets sent to call them to repentance. Now they were set to reject God’s own Son Jesus. They were not responsible stewards of a world and a people which was not their own, but God’s. Through their behaviour, they rejected his sovereignty, and refused to be accountable to Him.
At first sight, our other reading may seem unrelated. In the passage we heard, Paul speaks about the source of his confidence, which does not lie in his own merits or achievements, but in his faith in Christ. And a central tenet of this faith is that he cannot get things right by his own efforts; he needs the grace and help of God in all that he does, and also the forgiveness of God when he gets things wrong.
3. 
Issues for us today 

These themes of accountability and the source of our confidence are important ones for us today. In medieval times, there was general belief in the Last Judgement. Lurid frescos show people being weighed in the scales and sent either to heaven or hell on the basis of their actions. This was part of a general acceptance that what we do matters, and that we are all eventually accountable to God. God sees all and knows all, even the actions that are hidden. This widespread belief was of course useful as a means of social and moral control. Inevitably it led not only to good behaviour, but also to fear of divine punishment and practices such as the sale of indulgences to guarantee a place in heaven rather than hell.
Belief in a literal heaven and hell has declined, but I wonder whether in contemporary life we see ourselves as accountable at all, and to whom. You might like to ask yourself this question.

When I thought about this at a social level, I thought of the issue of climate change. I understand that just over a week ago David Attenborough joined Instagram at the age of 94. I am more than 20 years his junior and still haven’t managed this, so I am full of admiration – though I believe he had help! Not only did he join Instagram, but he achieved the record for the shortest time to reach one million followers: in just over 4 hours. What he posted was a video warning about climate change. And the message underlying the global call for climate change is one of accountability for our planet. This accountability is generally portrayed not in religious terms but as accountability to future generations. And the basic message has much in common with the message underpinning fear of the Last Judgement – what we do matters.
This message is one that runs through the Bible, and one that is a central pillar of our faith. But the Christian faith does not stop there. Certainly we believe that our actions matter – not just for ourselves but also as part of a bigger picture in terms of our responsibility for creation and for the well being of all. Yet we also acknowledge that we do not always get things right. As human beings, we make mistakes and often we fail, sometimes even when we try to do good. And our God is not only one who judges, but also one who loves and forgives.
Yes, we are accountable – not only to future generations and our fellow human beings -  but ultimately to God, who made our wonderful planet and gives life to us all. Through his love, he calls us to be part of his family. And this is a family in which mutual accountability does not lead to blame but to repentance and forgiveness – to the ability to admit to our mistakes rather than covering our backs.

Each time we come together to worship God, we have a time of confession. This is not just a formality or a way of wallowing in our sins, but a source of true confidence. For our confidence, like that of the Apostle Paul, does not lie in our achievements, or even in the efforts that we make to do the right thing by others. It lies in the grace and gift of God. In our Harvest prayers last week, we confessed that we often use God’s gifts carelessly, that we enjoy the gifts of the Harvest but forget where they come from; that we often ignore the needs of others who have less that we do; that in our thoughtlessness we do not care enough for the natural world, and that we store up gifts of all sorts for ourselves ‘as if there were no God and no heaven’. In other words, we - like the leaders of Israel - would often prefer to be our own bosses, rather than accountable to God as his tenants. 

A culture of blame and fear can be very damaging. We avoid it through the ability to admit our mistakes freely whilst at the same time acknowledging that our actions matter and have consequences. This is a difficult balance and in public life it is hard, and rarely leads to forgiveness. Yet within God’s family and in God’s Kingdom, this is the only way forward.
Amen
PAGE  
1

