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At the end of my first year at university I decided to do something good. I had three months of 
summer to fill. I didn’t want to save the Great Barrier Reef by scuba diving for social justice in 
Australia. That seemed a little self-indulgent – and in any case I wasn’t a good enough swimmer. I 
didn’t want to go and earn eye-watering sums on an internship in the City of London. That seemed 
a little worldly – and in any case my maths was hopeless. So I settled on a job working with 
homeless women in the East End of London. My boss was a Roman Catholic nun – a strict, 
humourless and rather sour person, whom I named the Sister of No Mercy. I was evidently not what 
she wanted: I wasn’t female, I wasn’t Irish, and I wasn’t Catholic; in short, I wasn’t a younger 
version of herself. The next few weeks were among the most exasperating, befuddling and 
humiliating of my life, as I found myriad ways to disappoint, distress and infuriate her, while 
remaining ignorant not only of how to do a satisfactory job but also whether anything in the world 
would make her happy.  

 

Many years later I’m not sure how I’d have handled the situation better, but I have learned the 
technical expression for what I was going through: business gurus and HR managers call it being 
‘set up to fail.’ In the workplace this means you start with a positive supervisory relationship, but 
then something like a missed deadline or a lost client rings an alarm bell in the employer’s mind. 
The employer starts to micromanage, and the employee loses confidence in her own skills and in 
the relationship, and stops giving her best, which seems to the employer to evidence deep down 
mediocrity, and things spiral downwards, ending in a chronically bad relationship, a resignation, or 
a termination. Beyond that, other employees lose confidence, team spirit wilts, the employer loses 
energy and a cloud hovers over everyone. The lazy response is to say ‘the chemistry wasn’t right,’ 
and put it down to personalities, like I did with the Sister of No Mercy; but that way the same 
syndrome goes on repeating itself. 

 

People use up huge amounts of energy commuting to work, labouring long hours, facing major 
challenges and setbacks and getting little thanks and less monetary reward. But what really gets 
most people down is this kind of workplace relationship gone sour, where you get into a pattern of 
undermining and misunderstanding and humiliating and bewildering. And if we’re truthful, if it’s 
found in the workplace, it’s found as much if not more in the home and among the extended family. 
The classic scene of the daughter-in-law having her husband’s parents over for the first Christmas 
dinner since the wedding and the mother-in-law’s conscientious but intimidatory offers to help 
prepare the vegetables or alter the temperature of the oven offers a perfect example of how it feels 
to be set up to fail. 

 

And I’m guessing everyone here has a sense of this phenomenon when it comes to seeking to be a 
disciple and live life as a faithful Christian. The traditional words of the confession go like this: ‘We 
have erred, and strayed from thy ways like lost sheep, We have followed too much the devices and 
desires of our own hearts, We have offended against thy holy laws, We have left undone those 
things which we ought to have done, And we have done those things which we ought not to have 
done, And there is no health in us.’ St Paul puts it this way: ‘I do not understand my own actions. 
For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate. … For I do not do the good I want, but 
the evil I do not want is what I do.’ Plenty of people over the centuries have internalised such words 
and insights and come to a place of self-rejection, almost self-loathing, that blames oneself for all 
one’s stumblings and shortcomings. But a great many others have rebelled, and said, ‘This is just 
not fair.’  

 



What Paul’s describing and the confession articulates is the experience of being set up to fail. We’re 
not cut out to get it right and we beat ourselves up for getting it wrong. What a mess. And if right 
now you’re trying to get through the day under the supervision of a Sister of No Mercy at work or 
get through the night abiding with a multiply-dysfunctional relationship at home, you’ll know 
exactly that mixture of fury and depression, anger and guilt, that constitutes this syndrome. The 
sense that this is the whole way religion is set up, as the issuing of impossible demands and the 
guarantee that humanity will fail to meet them, has led many people, notably Sigmund Freud, to 
reject Christianity and its works altogether. Such a view looks at the Ten Commandments and see 
not the gracious covenant of a devoted God, but the micromanagement of an oppressive and 
censorious boss. 

 

And this is precisely the context into which the sixth chapter of the book of the prophet Micah is 
written. What we have depicted here is a scene in a law court. The mountains, the hills and the 
foundations of the earth are the jury and the witnesses, and God and Israel are having it out to 
provide evidence of who got this relationship wrong – when, where and how. But the word that 
stands out is ‘weariness.’ This is a passage that speaks to you today if you’re weary: weary of an 
interminable working or personal relationship that somehow can never go right, that’s mired in 
years, maybe decades, in this case centuries of bad memories, unforgivable remarks, unforgettable 
thoughtlessness, undermining selfishness, relentless misunderstanding. ‘How do we come to be so 
weary?’ is the question with which this chapter starts; so weary that we’ve plunged into a depressed 
lassitude, a resigned visible conformity, a truculent going-through-the-motions that will eventually 
end in someone finding the strength to bring things to an end.  

 

Like all stand-offs, it has to come down to a conversation. Each party has to put on the table their 
suppressed resentments and long-nurtured bitterness. God goes first. God says, not once but twice, 
‘Oh my people.’  These three words express just about everything. They say reproach. They say 
regret. But most of all they say love. The regret and the reproach is that the love has somehow been 
obscured, forgotten, or ignored. This is the moment in the relationship when one party says, ‘We’ve 
been playing silly games for years. Let’s get down to what’s at the bottom of all of this.’ God does 
exactly that. God says, ‘Don’t you remember? I brought you out of slavery, I gave you the covenant 
through Moses and atonement through Aaron and prophetic guidance through Miriam and 
deliverance from the curse of Balaam and Balak and I took you with Joshua into the Promised Land 
and settled you there. What more can a God do? Do you still feel short-changed?’  

 

Every reconciliation requires one party to make the first move. But that first move is almost never a 
simple apology. It’s often little more than a reassertion of aggrieved righteousness and catalogued 
complaint. And invariably the response is hostile, defensive – or, in this case, sarcastic. Israel’s 
reply is a mixture of disappointment, anger, and mockery. ‘What’s going on with you? I thought you 
were supposed to be God. What kind of sacrifice do you want? Year-old calves? Thousands of rams? 
Tens of thousands of rivers of oil?’ You can feel the temperature rising here and the suggestions 
getting more and more farfetched. Sarcasm is the way people who don’t like to raise their voice 
show nonetheless that they’ve lost their temper. Finally, the killer sentence, literally: ‘Shall I give 
my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?’ Feel the layers of 
irony piled up here. First, God asks Abraham to do exactly this, at the beginning of Israel’s story. 
Second, child sacrifice is explicitly forbidden three times in the Jewish law. Third, killing children to 
appease an angry God is what the prophets several times describe as precisely the kind of thing the 
other nations do, but Israel would never do. It’s a huge wind-up line. 

 

Israel and God argue themselves to a standstill. And then the prophet Micah steps up as reconciler 
and arbitrator. What he says is brief and simple. There’s three things. 

 

Number one, get your actions right. Do justice. This isn’t about you and your needs and your hurts. 
Life is a team game. Seek the common good. Don’t behave as if you think you can play your cards 
right you and be the only one who gets out of existence alive. Make all your actions imagine and 
bring about a world where all can flourish, each can bring their different gifts to the table, none 
shall be denied hope or opportunity or respect. Do justice. 

 



Number two, get your feelings right. Love kindness. Love is given for making covenants of 
faithfulness that offer solidarity in the face of injury, jeopardy, oppression and pain. Contracts 
promise justice. Covenants invite love. Covenants go stale unless they’re infused with passion, 
engagement, joy and delight. In short, love. Sure, love can go wild, can go reckless, can go astray, 
can get destructive, possessive, controlling. That’s where the kindness comes in. Channel love into 
covenants of inspiring solidarity that give what nothing else can give and show deeper truth than 
anything else can reach. Love kindness. 

 

Number three, get your habits right. Walk humbly. Pay close attention to God, like a ballet dancer 
watching her mentor rehearse an intricate routine, following, imitating, concentrating; like a soldier 
marching in tune with the rest of the company – polished, practised, precise, poised. You develop 
habits so you learn to take the right things for granted; so when things go wrong you have plenty to 
fall back on; so when a relationship is in crisis there’s a minimum level of civility to work with when 
the cordiality’s evaporated. Make a habit of keeping in step with God. Walk humbly. 

 

Micah says, I know this relationship’s in trouble. But you can rebuild it through your actions, your 
feelings, and your habits. It’s just six words: do justice; love kindness; walk humbly.  

 

And in case we find those words hard to remember or difficult to imagine in practice, 700 years 
later along comes one who did do justice, by living a life that was about bringing all people into the 
presence of God; who did love kindness, by renewing the covenant in vivid and tangible ways; who 
did walk humbly, by demonstrating what it means for God’s life to be laid down and for our lives to 
be raised up. Jesus Christ took the sarcasm that said ‘Would you have us kill our first-born child?’ 
and became that first born child, and was killed, and turned withering sarcasm into saving truth. 
We set Jesus up to fail; but he sets us up to love – humbly, kindly, justly – now and forever. 


