YOU’VE GOT TO CHANGE YOUR EVIL WAYS, BABY

Sermon for the 18th Sunday after Pentecost, September 26, 2010

Readings: Jeremiah 32:1-3a, 6-15; Psalm 91; 1 Timothy 6:6-19; Luke 16:19-31

Sermon text: As for those who in the present age are rich, command them not to be haughty, or to set their hopes on the uncertainty of riches, but rather on God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment. They are to do good, to be rich in good works, generous, and ready to share, thus storing up for themselves the treasure of a good foundation for the future, so that they may take hold of the life that really is life.  1 Timothy 6:18-19

I have a song from Santana, circa 1969, stuck in my head: “Evils Ways” (their first hit); it starts out:  “You’ve got to change your evil ways, baby, before I stop loving you.” (You hanging round with Jean and Joan and who knows who.)

I hope it is not the Holy Spirit having a heart to heart with me. But maybe so; I’m stuck in bad habits and worldly ways of thinking and acting—even if these days I get hymns stuck in my head more often than pop songs. We all need to work on getting right with God and each other. That’s the goal of discipleship. And our Master, Jesus, is the one who shows us the way.

That’s what I want us to think about this morning. How to cultivate those habits, disciplines, and practices that help us to take a “closer walk” with Jesus, and avoid the harmful ones that hurt us, hurt others and move us away from God’s love.

Paul puts it this way to the young Timothy: as for you, man of God, be content with enough; shun all of this fruitless chasing after more more more; pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance, gentleness.
 This is the right challenge for an idealistic young man. Fight the good faith of faith; take hold of the eternal life to which you were called and for which you made the good confession. 

But Paul’s exhortation—which is none other than the call of Jesus to follow him—is not only a challenge for the young and idealistic. There is no one and no age that in a deep place in their hearts doesn’t thrill to the sight of someone overcoming defeat, despair, fear, who fights the good fight. Who doesn’t want to do better, to be better, to feel right, to have peace deep in the soul, to love like an overflowing fountain, to experience the joy for which we are made? 

Who doesn’t want that? And who doesn’t need help in getting there? Who can say they are free of bad habits, trivial pursuits, even evil ways? Maybe you are prone to an itch of envy at those who seem to have it down or have it all, or a tug of despair at ever beating down an uncontrolled appetite, or a fit of anger that seems completely out of scale to the cause. How can we move from where we are to where God is calling us?

With the help of the Holy Spirit, that’s how—because if you have tried to do by your self, through an act of will, you know how futile that is. 

I saw in the paper on Friday a story about a mindfulness class. Now I am certainly an advocate of the practice of mindfulness—indeed I try to take some time each morning to do centering prayer and mediation and to be mindful throughout the day with joyful attention to the world I am living in. But I notice this approach comes out of the Buddhist premise that mindfulness leads to an enlightened mind and empowered will able to defeat the endless series of cravings that cause suffering and destroy peace. Maybe for some, but I have personally found this approach underestimates the weakness and perversity (in the sense of self-destructive inclinations) of the human will. 

Now this may seem funny coming from someone who is advocating the creation of a rule of life, a set of guidelines to help us individually and collectively become more mindful, godly, loving. And I do believe that through good habits, disciplines and practices we can cooperate with the Holy Spirit. But my point is that we can only prepare and cooperate. We need God for true transformation, healing and reconciliation.

Our job is something like the parable of the seed in good soil that Amy will be teaching the children this evening. The Holy Spirit may be flowing all over us but if our hearts are stony, closed, or overgrown with worldly cares (thorns) the fruit will be little or none. But if we have prepared good soil—then the seed will bear a hundredfold.

Or the story is like the parable Jesus tells in today’s gospel: it is not for lack of the word of God, not for lack of sages and prophets, that we follow evil ways—or in the case of Lazarus, simply ignore the suffering at our feet which we could so easily help with. We don’t need more instruction, warning or miraculous appearances—if Moses and Jesus aren’t enough, what would be?

It is more than wisdom, enlightenment, mindfulness that we need. We may have all these—we do have them –here they are. But we need a higher power too.

Think of it as a three-part recipe. We take one part teaching of scripture—and the other wise words of various teachers through the ages. That’s belief, knowledge, understanding. Then we take one part discipline, good habits, practices in which we take the time to live what we profess, to practice what we preach. We may know about prayer—and yet not pray. We may know how to run, but unless we do we will not gain the benefit. So we need the third and most important part. Power. The power to do what we know is right, the strength to keep up the exercises of body, mind and spirit we know are good for us, the power to say no to temptation and craving. Without power, knowledge and practice are an outside veneer, incapable of doing the work of life transformation.

So how do we get this power? We don’t. It is the power of God, not us. That’s why I distrust the advice of those who simply teach mindfulness without prayer or God. Maybe we can get a certain way just through our own efforts. We can study and learn, we can practice meditation and other spiritual exercises. And these will do something.

For one thing they are helpful. Without knowledge, we are prone to belief in illusion and superstition. Or, in a modern way, resort to thoughtless dismissal and easy skepticism. Without practice, all of knowledge sits dormant, like the bicycle in the garage waiting to be pedaled. But if we study and practice, then we open ourselves to the power of God. Think again of the planting metaphor. As Paul says in his letter tot he Corinthians, he planted the seed, and Apollos, his fellow evangelist, watered, but God gave the growth. God is pouring the Holy Spirit all over us all the time—like light from a sun, like the impulse to life given the right conditions. We simply to open the shutters, provide the opportunity.

There are many ways to do that, many spiritual exercises and traditions. I am not denying their wisdom and efficacy; far from it, they are needed. But I do believe that a great part of the best practice and wisdom is to give thanks, to acknowledge God, to look for God’s help. This way we are reminded it is not our work after all that transforms us. It is a higher power. We realize we are connected to God and each other. There is no such thing as a self-made man—only a person who forgets or refuses to acknowledge the help he has received. 

And that is prayer. Asking for help, giving thanks, becoming quiet and trying to listen, to be mindful, to be ready to receive the insight, power and will.

May God always give us this gift,

In Christ’s name. Amen

The Rev. Matthew Calkins

St Timothy’s Episcopal Church, Fairfield, Ct.

� Compare this list to the one in Paul’s letter to the Galatians: But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control--Galatians 5:22. What differences do you see? Are they substantive? What is your list?





