The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for the Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 21), Year C

Psalm 91:1-6

Who Cares? God Cares - So You Can Too

It’s a very popular topic in our newspapers, magazines and TV programs, and yet, when the Church talks about it, people disapprove. Our advertisements in the glossy magazines and on TV are probably worse offenders than the TV programs. Just when some churches are using this word a lot less because it sounds negative, pornographers are referring to it a lot more because it sounds exciting – and that word is SIN. It has been said that our modern world has turned every one of the seven deadly sins into a virtue, except the sin of SLOTH.

When Psalm 91 refers to the “destruction that wastes at noonday”, it’s referring to the deadly sin of SLOTH. Sloth is the sin of not caring, of “couldn’t care less”. It involves apathy and indifference and more. One of the most telling scenes of the 21st century is that of adults watching a TV program showing destitute earthquake victims, and yet remaining unmoved. It’s looking at a starving child and thinking to oneself: “I don’t care”. There are scholars who believe the sin of sloth is our most rampant sin. Sloth includes a lack of passion for spiritual activities, a lack of concern about the state of our society and a detachment from what’s going on around us.

The detective story writer Dorothy Sayers gives us a good description of this sin:  “When one believes nothing, cares for nothing, enjoys nothing, sees no good in anything, lives for nothing, and doesn’t ‘die’ because he or she can see nothing worth dying for.” 

A lot of capable people in our church lack the motivation to do anything worthwhile for their church or community. They can’t be bothered making an effort or doing more than the bare minimum required by their church or community. They sit around waiting for someone else to fill the gap. The sin of sloth explains why it is so hard to get volunteers to do the essential duties of anything connected to a church or community organization.

The poster entitled SOMEONE ELSE makes this point really well:

The club was saddened to learn of the passing on this week of the club’s most valuable member – Someone Else.

Someone Else’s passing creates a vacancy that will be difficult to fill. 

Someone Else has been with the club since it first started and did far more than any normal person’s share of the work.

Whenever there was a job to do, a social function to attend, funds to be raised, or a meeting to attend, one name was on everyone’s lips. “Let Someone Else do it.”

It was common knowledge that Someone Else was one of the largest contributors of time to the club; whenever there was a need for volunteers, everyone just assumed Someone Else would volunteer.

The sin of sloth lets us settle for less than we can be. It fosters excessive self-justification of its own inactivity and lack of constructive contribution, while being excessively judgmental of the efforts and contributions of others. Folk attached to the vice of sloth tend to stand apart from the group rather than identifying with it. They major on minor matters. While anger comes from caring too much about the wrong things, sloth cares too little about what’s wrong, especially wrong with oneself. Sloth finds all sorts of excuses for doing nothing for others.

Sloth is the refusal to do what love requires. Love requires constant effort and is needed whether we feel like it or not. Marriages can become vulnerable just in this situation, as one person feels less and less like showing love to the other, or can no longer be bothered to say to the marriage partner those three most-important words; “I love you.” The saying of these three words has the power to reignite love again. Love is much more than just a tool for destroying our constant tendency to self-centeredness; it is an absolute necessity for the survival of community in our midst.

It takes courage to recognize that the cause of our self-centeredness lies within us and must be constantly and decisively repented of. Integrity involves blaming oneself rather than anyone else when something goes wrong or isn’t to my own liking. We can take more than our share of the blame because we have a Saviour who willingly has taken the blame for all that we’ve done to hurt Him and to offend or stress others. To sin is to hurt God, to break the heart of God. 

On the cross, God’s Son Jesus Christ made a confession of all our sins and accepted the blame for them. That’s why John the Baptist points us to Jesus: “Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world (John 1:29).” So now, we can look into the face of Jesus Christ, our own Saviour, and see no blame directed toward us. He has shouldered it for us completely.
A newspaper was running a series of articles on the topic What’s Wrong with the World. English author G.K. Chesterton gave a devastating two-word contribution. He said, “I am.” Progress in revival and renewal begins when each of us, all of us, confess that we are the biggest roadblock to the revival of the Christian Faith in our community, our state and our nation. Sin isn’t just what I do wrong. It has to do with who I am. 

I am a sinner who needs to pray with the tax collector in the temple, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner.” The sin of sloth is being “curved in on myself (Luther).” It is being more concerned about myself than anyone else.

Sloth is a deadly sin because it kills human kindness and compassion in us, leaving us dispirited and locked in a state of apathy. It has a deadening effect on those around us, making them less keen to spend time with us. Sloth makes us blind and deaf to the needs of those around us, including the need to be needed by others. You are needed more than you think. Your contribution to your church is more vital, more essential, than you could ever imagine. God can break the stranglehold of sins, like the sin of sloth, on your life, and fill you with an ongoing eagerness to care for others.

Caring for others involves loving them as they are. Empathy for others sustains the desire to care about them and to care for them in a positive, affirmative and constructive way. This involves putting yourself in their shoes and trying to see life from their perspective.

Your Creator has sent each one of you into this world with a special word of kindness and thoughtfulness to deliver, with a special act of caring to bestow. Your loving words and deeds of kindness are entrusted to you alone, and mine to me. You have all you need to carry out the task God has created you to do. There’s no need to compare yourself with any other person. Let your daily prayer be “Lord, make me a blessing to someone else today.”  To enable this to happen, 

· read 1 Corinthians 13 in different translations regularly;

· pray for someone you feel cool towards;

· for a week, refuse to say anything negative about anyone to anyone else;

· think of as many positive, good explanations for the behaviour of others as you can;

· listen with interest once a week to someone you think is boring;

· and anonymously do a good deed for someone you don’t like.

Loving others as you ought, requires ongoing effort. To married folk who no longer have that “madly in love” feeling, do five things each day you’d do if you were really in love. If we do loving things, it won’t be long before we fall in love again. Love is what we will do to make the other person happy. This applies to friends, neighbours and family members. 

God’s never-ending care for you enables you to care for others too. God’s unearned care for you enables you to love God with all your heart and soul.

In today’s psalm to those who love Him, God promises,


“Those who love Me, I will deliver;


  I will protect those who know My name.


  When they call to Me, I will answer them;


  I will be with them in trouble,


  I will rescue them and honor them.


  With long life I will satisfy them, 


  and show them My salvation.”    (Psalm  91:14-16) 

Amen.

