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Ephesians 4:25-5:2
% So then, putting away falsehood, let each of you speak the truth with your neighbor, for we are members of one

another. 2 Be angry but do not sin;®! do not let the sun go down on your anger, ?” and do not make room for the

devil. 2 Those who steal must give up stealing; rather, let them labor, doing good work with their own hands, so as to
have something to share with the needy. ?° Let no evil talk come out of your mouths but only what is good for building
up,!® as there is need, so that your words may give grace to those who hear. ** And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God,
with which you were marked with a seal for the day of redemption. * Put away from you all bitterness and wrath and
anger and wrangling and slander, together with all malice. *? Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another,
as God in Christ has forgiven you.Il 5! Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children, ?and walk in love, as Christ
loved usldl and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.

This past November, Tom Long published a piece in the Presbyterian Outlook, ‘The perilous and promising
pulpit,” which began by recounting an NPR interview with Russell Moore editor-in-chief of Christianity Today and
before that president of the Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission, the policy arm of the Southern Baptist Convention.
Moore is someone who I believe lost his position with the Southern Baptist Convention because of some the ways he
challenged the accepted political commitments of the powers that be in his own communion. In the interview Moore
recounted occurrences of pastor colleagues reporting to him the experience of preaching from the Sermon on the Mount
and unpacking sayings like ‘turn the other cheek, or ‘blessed are the merciful, or ‘love your enemies,” ‘only to find
themselves attacked at the church door.” ‘Where’d you get that nonsense? an aggrieved parishioner would say. ‘From
Jesus Christ, the pastor would respond. ‘I was literally quoting Jesus Christ.” Most of the time, when the words of the
preacher can feel like hot air to the hearers at least the words of Jesus Christ can still pack a wallop. But in these cases,
even citing Jesus did not move the needle. Instead, the parishioner responded, even to the words of Jesus Christ, with a
surprising rejoinder. ‘Yeah, but that doesn’t work anymore. That’s weak.’!

An isolated and anecdotal incident perhaps. But earlier this week Boston Globe sports columnist Jeff Jacoby

wrote an opinion piece about a recent Nike advertisement released to coincide with the Olympics. I had not seen the
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advertisement before reading the article and then I went looking for it, but here is a summary if you have not seen it.
Actor Willem Dafoe narrates the commercial and intersperses the message with highlights of Nike affiliated superstars.
The commercial starts with Dafoe’s voice saying, ‘Am I a bad person? Tell me. Am I? I'm single minded. I'm deceptive. 'm
obsessive. I'm selfish. Does that make me a bad person?” It continues: ‘T have no empathy. I don’t respect you. I'm never
satisfied. I have an obsession with power. I'm irrational. I have zero remorse. I have no sense of compassion.’ I read the
words before watching the commercial, and I could not believe what I was reading being passed off as any kind of moral
compass, especially for the values of the Olympics, but for any competitive sports endeavor. Behind the commercial is the
sounds of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, with its ‘Ode to Joy,” that has become a hymn in our hymnbook. Jacoby writes
that “for two centuries, that soaring hymn has betokened hope and unity, an uplifting vision of humanity in which’ all
people become siblings and ‘Nike’s commercial mocks that aspiration’ and tries to pass off a ‘toxic narrative that world
class athletes achieve glory not by striving to be their best, but by reveling in their worst, darkest, and most ruthless
impulses.” Jacoby continues: ‘Nike is preaching a gospel of winning at any cost, of suppressing every instinct for decency
and magnanimity,’ and ‘it is hard to imagine a message more hostile to good sportsmanship and the Olympic spirit.’2

I am not advocating a boycott or starting a cancel Nike campaign, but it is little wonder that if the air we breathe
supports having no empathy, respect, remorse, or any sense of compassion, then maybe it should at least help us to see
that such comments about Jesus at the church door did not just come from a one-off disgruntled parishioner, but may be
a symptom of a greater cultural shift that is happening all around us. In reading about the Nike campaign, a commentator
mentioned that the last ‘controversial’ Nike campaign led to an increase in sales by 30% so if you have to break a few eggs
to increase the bottom line that significantly then so be it. But I wonder if there is collateral damage in embracing such a
mentality.

This summer our session members have been reading the book Generations which is a overview of the various
generations and their characteristics and what it portends to the future. One particular section at the end stood out that
brought up the congressional testimony of Frances Haugen a former data engineer at Facebook. ‘Facebook profits from
anger and negativity, she noted, because negative emotions keep people on the site for longer, which earns the company

more money via ads being viewed and more users’ personal data being gathered and sold.” In the words of Haugen’s own

2 Jeff Jacoby, ‘Nike Celebrates athletics at its worst,” The Boston Globe, August 7, 2024.



testimony: ‘People enjoy engaging with things that elicit an emotional reaction. And the more anger that they get exposed
to, the more they interact and the more they consume.”®

Sociologist Jonathan Haidt points specifically to the ability to ‘like, ‘share, and ‘retweet’ on social media and
observed that ‘posts that incited anger, especially anger at an outgroup, were the most likely to be shared.” And Chris
Wetherell, the person who invented the retweet option on Twitter, ‘later regretted it as he watched Twitter mobs take
people down.” The author of Generations, notes that this ‘negativity and anger could well be a contributing factor in many
of the ills of the present age: [increased levels of| depression, cancel culture, misinformation, political polarization, and
threats to democracy.* I just saw this week a pastor colleague declare that she is leaving Facebook for the time being and
deleting the app from her phone due to the increased content as we enter an election season. She concludes with this
post: ‘post wisely over the next months. Contribute to discourse, not division. Check your facts. Resist memes and cheap
digs. Create beautiful content. We can transcend the bitterness and be better, even when we disagree.” I would add,
based on our reading from Ephesians, that not only can we transcend the bitterness and try to offer something better, but
we are called to do so as a Christian community.

In spite of our knee jerk reactions to think Jesus is weak and that doesn’t work any more, in spite of our
preferences to define power and winning as trafficking in deception, selfish obsession, zero remorse, and no sense of
compassion, we don’t really have the option to live that way as a community of Jesus Christ. And the early church lived in
a culture just as saturated as we are that is obsessed with power, consumed by the belief that greatness is defined by
winning at all costs, and resigned to the belief that the only way to get a leg up is to cultivate our worst impulses and
accept that being a bad person is the only way to be great. Ephesians offers the alternative: speaking the truth in love, in
a way that continues to embrace our neighbors, refusing to stew in our own resentments and anger and allowing the sun
to go down with it still simmering. Believing that every member of the community and all creatures have been called by
God and given gifts to be put to use for the sake of all and our job is to help identify and cultivate those gifts and put our
hands to use for everybody. The letter continues to exhort us that every word that comes from our mouths should be for
‘building up,” and that our default posture should be one of forgiveness. ‘Be kind to one another,” the letter declares,

‘tenderhearted forgiving one another, just as God in Christ has forgiven you.” A community that lives out this calling and
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puts it into practice in the commerce of our world will go against the grain and not always feel like the wind is at their
back. Even from within, such a way of life, may be dismissed as weak, something that does not work any more, something
‘true believers’ can’t afford to risk in the winner take all world that we supposedly live in. Which is also a reminder how
provisional political wins and losses are, when our primary calling is a Christian community is not to advance our
political agenda on the culture, whichever side we are on, but to try and practice a way of life defined more by Ephesians
than by Nike, where winning or greatness looks more like forgiving our enemies than trolling them on social media, living
with hope in Christ’s coming kingdom, rather than letting the sun set as we allow fear mongers to preach a gospel of
apocalyptic destruction. We are called to live lives that have a sense of compassion and respect for others, whether or we
are winning, or perhaps more importantly, when we are losing.

Several years ago theologians Stanley Hauerwas and William Willimon wrote a book called Resident Aliens in
which they argued that the ‘church exists today as resident aliens, an adventurous colony in a society of unbelief, and
perhaps more accurately, a community located within a society underpinned by a belief that winning at all costs is good
for everyone, that Jesus’ countercultural teachings don’t work anymore and are weak, and the point of life is about how
much we can consume or achieve on the backs of others. The Christian community, Hauerwas and Willimon rightly
warn us, is not just called to be chaplain to such a culture and to bless it is as if there is no other way. ‘This is simply the
way things are; the way things work in the world.” Like Ephesians, they remind us that we are called to be more than a
reflection of a culture obsessed with self-preservation and self-expression, we are called to be a community that reflects
the presence of Jesus Christ, where we speak the truth in love, where we practice forgiveness, where every life has a
meaning and a calling to put to use their God-given gifts, where there is a deeper meaning to life than winner-take-all,
rooting in a God who brings about redemption through what looks like loss, defeat, and death.

‘Am I a bad person, that Nike campaign ad begins. T am not sure that question really merits an answer. Perhaps
we could answer, ‘who cares.” The issue is not whether or not you are a bad person, but are you a child of God. For that is

who we are called to be, that is our calling in this time, and in all times. Amen.



