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Scripture:  John 4: 5-26  (read)





One of the sights to be seen, when I was a student, was New York City’s Broadway late at night.  Crowds of people jammed the streets as they came out of theaters or other places of evening entertainment, or as they went into later spots, or as they just walked the street to see the sights and signs and the crowd.  The multitude of lights made Broadway appear as bright as day.  And some of the people allowed those lights, almost literally, to turn night into day for them.





We are a nation of bright lights -- neon signs of many colors, glaring lights, blinding lights.  We are a nation of highly organized sales --- signs in all sorts of places where they will catch and compel one’s attention; deftly arrayed displays, and highly trained sales persons.  Business folk must know a great deal about selling ---  they have to know it in order to stay in competitive business.





We Americans have a great deal to learn about many things.  But selling merchandise is one of the things in which we already excel.  We value highly the ability to sell -- not only to display the merits of our product, but more, to convince the potential buyer that he needs and wants our product.





I suppose that this is why, among American Christians, we find so many who show what is probably an undue concern for the sales techniques of Jesus; who like to insist that the business of the ministry and church officials  is to “sell” religion and one’s particular church.





A couple of decades ago, there was a considerable body of opinion which appeared convinced that the future of Christianity depended upon convincing the world that Jesus is a “swell guy” --- a little more clever at all our tricks than we are.  We were given pictures of Jesus as a first-class salesman promoting his gospel with great success.  Some appeared to have the idea that he was a high-minded promoter who knew all the tricks of the trade, better even than our specialists.  Christianity was his bill of goods, and he knew how to “put it across,” to make it “move,” like nobody else has since his day.





In our present time there are at least some who are a little more careful how they classify our Lord.  We are not too sure that he came with something for sale.





In fact some of us have observed that, if he did mean to sell us something, he went at it all wrong.  By our selling standards, his technique was terrible.





For one thing, he had the best chance in the world to stock a popular line of goods, and he “muffed” it!  His countrymen, many of them, were looking for a good political leader, a real rabble rouser, someone who could ignite the revolutionary tinder which was ready to burst into flame.





Jesus certainly had a way with crowds; people flocked to listen to him.  Here was a chance to get in on the ground floor of something good!  But he missed the chance!  Or perhaps he just turned it down.  At any rate, he didn’t try “to put himself over” in that way.





And that wasn’t the only success boat which he missed.  The people of his day, like the people of any day, would have responded enormously to a gospel which caters to standard human yearnings to be soothed, assuaged; to be built up into something confident and successful.  If he had just evolved a simple formula for success, or for sure fire happiness, and then harped away on it, in season and out, he could have preached to overflow congregations year in and year out.  He could have written a book, or had a scribe write it down at his dictation, which would have been much in demand.





If Jesus had just ignored the real depth of his gospel and the whole breadth of its relevance; if he had concentrated on cheerful uplift, he could have had people standing in line for passes to his services, and piling up back orders for his books.





Then, as now, any good salesman can see that a hand holding, browstroking theology, or even a hand shaking technique can be really popular.  That way lies success!  But Jesus passed it up.  He either muffed the chance, or turned it down.  Fine salesman he turned out to be!





Instead, he jolted his hearers with all kinds of rude reminders about themselves and their condition.  That is a strange way for a clever salesman to act!  The customer, far from being always right, pretty often was all wrong.  You can’t build a big clientele that was  No wonder so many of the people in the crowds lost interest, and that some even turned against him.  





And, as if that were not bad enough, he sometimes “added insult to injury,” as we say, by warning that, far from ending one’s troubles, coming to him and following him frequently adds new and serious problems.  Even where he could have been silent, he chose to get uncomfortably explicit.  Would a prudent man have gone out of his way, as Jesus did, to detail the hard parts of Christian discipleship?
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