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I will have to give my appreciation to Reverend Tom for asking me to preach and be part of this sermon 
series.  There is something that he has in his sociologist’s heart.  He had an insight in asking me to 
preach about this particular deadly sin.  The expectation you would have about someone being in the 
pulpit and talking about this particular great sin is that we have mastered that.  Nothing could be further 
from the truth.   
  
For myself, I had a little incident happen, oh, just about a month ago.  Every once in a while, my wife 
and I go up to the local Wendy’s on Battleground which is relatively close to us, and we both have one 
of the large, economy-sized frostys.  We just enjoy.  Of course, they are bad for you, but they are $2.39 
each, so the young lady behind the counter punched everything into the cash register, and it just 
discombobulates me because I am used to cash registers which are great big brass things that go “ca-
ching”.  Anyway, she looked up from the cash register and said “$5.10,” and I said, “I wish.”  Very, very 
quickly on the uptake said “Oh yes, that’s what you wish you were”.  I said “You got it, young lady”, so 
she said “Why?”.  I said “It would have solved a lot of problems in my life”.   
  
I used to have arguments with a friend of mine, who was a Missouri Lutheran pastor, because he kept 
trying to convince me my height was no big deal.  I always came back and said “That’s because you’re 
6’2.  You don’t have any problems with that”.   
  
Then, there is a psychologist (I can’t remember his name, and I can’t find the little piece of paper that I 
cut out) down in Chapel Hill, who did a study about men’s heights because, in looking over the Fortune 
500 list of companies, it was discovered that there was no man CEO who was less than 6 feet tall.  So, 
he did this study and discovered that we look up to those whom we literally look up to, and that’s just 
the way our world in the United States works.   
  
Reverend Tom gave me an example of that last week when I was talking about how I was going to 
structure this, and he said “You remember Gloria Steinem?”  Well, everybody who went through the 
60s, 70s, and 80s remembers Gloria Steinem, who said she never felt as powerful as when she was in 
Japan because the Japanese, as a general rule, are shorter.  They are getting taller as the generations 
go, but they are short people.   
  
My counterpart when I was an advisor to the U. S. Navy in Vietnam in the early 70s was really, really, 
really appreciative of me because, as a Vietnamese, he was taller than his counterpart.  The point is 
that, when we talk about envy, we all can be involved in envy.  The folks in the church office even took 
it away from me because last week I was going to point out the fact that “envy” was this little word there 
in the corner (of the bulletin), and then they came out with this!   
  
The reason I chose the particular passages that I chose which includes, number one, the Genesis 
passage, was because they tell us how long envy has been with us and what can happen when envy 
takes over.  Even with Cain and Abel—Cain being the older and Abel being the younger—it involved 
giving back to God what God has given them, and Abel had a better relationship.  I didn’t go through 
the rest of it that talks about murder, but the point is that Cain got the short end of the stick.  Why?  We 
don’t know.  Somebody got it.  Even with God, we can be envious about somebody else getting God’s 
approval.   
  
I am personally well acquainted with envy.  It crops up every once in a while.  Sometimes we don’t take 
it as seriously as we should.   That’s another reason why I used the Genesis passage because one 
person who defined envy said “Envy is the anger that you turn in on yourself when you see someone 



else who has what we want”, so if you want to be psychological about it, envy leads to depression, and 
depression is anger turned inward, and one of the things that happens is depression leads to violence, 
and violence to death.  I could talk about what happens when depression gets hold of me, and I kind of 
want to make a joke out of it because, if I get really, really depressed, I get either homicidal or suicidal, 
and people say “Do you have a choice?” and I say “No, I don’t have a choice,” and they say “Make sure 
you take your medicine like you should.”   
  
During the 70s, Eric Berne and his book “Games People Play” was in vogue.  It was the psychology 
book that all of us students in seminary read because, number one, we could understand it with a 
parent, an adult child, and if you studied enough psychology and what they called “transactional 
analysis” at that time, you could have it be a way of doing therapy with people, and those of us who 
wanted to be small church pastors wanted to have a piece of our ministry made doing therapy.  So, 
because it was a shortcut, we looked to that.   
  
My favorite book was Claude Steiner’s “Life Scripts” because Steiner talked about the fact that some of 
these games that people played (Ain’t it awful that TA becomes a way of life, not just a game we play 
that is part of it?) can be a way of looking at life, and that is where the title for the sermon came 
because I have my own game that I know about, and it is called the “If Only” came.  If only I had 
graduated from Harvard.  Harvard has an alma mater that is even better than Yale.  Of course, nobody 
ever heard of Dubuque Theological Seminary.  People said “Well, where is that?” and I said “Well, of 
course, it is in Dubuque, Iowa”.  Then I said “It is the Couch School of theological seminaries”.  So, you 
could say “Well, if only I had graduated from some other place”.   
  
It is no fun living in the “if only” life scripts, but it can be a way that we day in and day out describe 
ourselves.   I ran into it this morning even in Sunday School.  One of my Sunday School partners was 
talking about international business machines, and the one example that I remember from all my 
listening and preaching was one pastor who said he had to deal with his uncle Harry.  Harry lived at the 
time in which IBM was a start-up company, and everybody had thoughts about good things that were 
going to happen to IBM.  He was offered to get in on the ground floor of this new company that was 
starting up and he decided not to take it, refusing to buy that particular stock because of what he was 
offered, and it split so many times that he would have been a multi-millionaire nowadays, if not a 
billionaire.  He left that lack of understanding of what was going on in business.  It pulled him down.  It 
broke his spirit, hardened of his life.   
  
The point is, what happens if you are living the “if only” script is that it takes the focus off of you.  You 
can say “if only I had gone to that university” or “if only I had married that person” or “if only I had that 
brand new BMW car I could be happy”. 
  
One of the books that I read a long time ago—I didn’t get through it, I didn’t read it all, and I got bored 
with it, but the point was that the book was about being positive about yourself.  It was by a guy named 
Jess Lair.  The book’s name was “Ain’t I a Wonder, and Ain’t You a Wonder Too”.  The point is that he 
just kept going with this because I was caught up in this “if only” life script, and it took a lot to get me out 
of it, but in the resurrection, when all of our human failings drop away, we begin to operate differently, 
and I think that’s what God means for it happen to us as we deal with this particular sin because, what it 
does is teaches us not to take the gifts that we have seriously.   
  
My roommate during my last year at the University of Nebraska had worked for the Nebraska Labor 
Department before he came to college.  He had a guy who was a really good buddy, also at the 
Nebraska Labor Department.  This guy was a Thalidomide baby.  We don’t hear about that anymore, 
but because of what happened with Thalidomide, the children who were born from Thalidomide 
mothers had birth defects.  This guy didn’t have any arms.  He was born without them, so he learned 
through courses and just by his own chutzpah to do everything with his feet.  He drove a car, a stick 
shift car with his feet.  He sat at the table.  It is hard to imagine this, but he was able to cut his food and 
eat with his feet.  He had heard that there was a new government program coming out where he could 
get government money because he had this birth defect.  He went to the government person in the 



Nebraska Department of Labor and said “I’d like to qualify for this particular government program if it 
will give me money.”  So, he gave his friend in the Labor Department an interview, and it came back 
that he didn’t get the government program.  Why?  Because he did all those things, and the 
government said, “You are not handicapped.”  He wasn’t.  He wasn’t.  He was able to do anything that 
all of us are able to do.  He had done it on his own, by himself, so he didn’t get that government 
program.  He was upset, but you know, there are those kinds of things that happen.   
  
Paul addressed the Philippian church as he was sitting in jail, and most people think that Paul’s letter to 
the Philippians was written in Rome, but  I don’t think so.  I think he wrote from being in jail in Ephesus, 
where he spent what most biblical scholars have considered to be the longest time in jail because he 
got put in jail because people rioted against his preaching and because he was a Roman citizen, and 
he told the governor that he was a Roman citizen, but he didn’t have his Roman citizenship papers with 
him, so he had to go to jail and spend a LONG time in jail while his friends got together, took off and 
went back to Tarsus to get Paul’s government picture I.D. card and bring it back to Ephesus so he 
could prove to the governor that he was a Roman citizen.  In this, he wrote to the Church of Philippi, 
who had sent a gift, and he got the gift and was writing thanks, but Paul was facing death, even though 
he was a Roman citizen.   
  
Who is MY hero?  I have two, actually.  The one who has the most play is the young lady who was the 
longest captured person for the guy in Cleveland, Michelle Knight (and this was tough for people, you 
know).  She went to the trial and faced him.  She has written a book. She helps other women who have 
been held hostage by people, and she is 4’9”.  I looked it up because I saw her at the trial and I said 
“Oh, she’s a shorty just like me”.   I Googled her name and found all that.  The point is that she has 
done the most job that I can think of in doing for herself what she needs to do, and seeing her at the 
trial facing her captor just absolutely discombobulated me again. 
  
My second hero is a lady by the name of Sherri Kluttz, who does her work in swimming and works at 
doing the best she can with her birth defect and has the best outlook of anybody I have ever met in 
doing that work for herself.  “If only”...  It really doesn’t make any difference whether you are short or 
tall, big or small, but we, as human beings, don’t buy into that.  We have ways of slicing up the world 
that we know, and what is accepted in our society sometimes makes people disposable.  Ain’t gonna 
happen!  It doesn’t happen with Christians—at least it SHOULD NOT.   
  
Paul didn’t sit in the jail in Ephesus as he was writing to the Church of Philippi saying, “If only I hadn’t 
gotten arrested.”  He says “This was meant to be a plus for the gospel.”   
  
I am sure I have gone over my 15-minute limit, so forgive me.  Amen. 
  
  
 


