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Galatians 5:1, 13-25 
 1 For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery. 

13 For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters, only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-
indulgence,[a] but through love become enslaved to one another. 14 For the whole law is summed up in a single 
commandment, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 15 If, however, you bite and devour one another, take care that 
you are not consumed by one another. 

16 Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh. 17 For what the flesh desires is opposed to the Spirit, 
and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh, for these are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what 
you want. 18 But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not subject to the law. 19 Now the works of the flesh are obvious: 
sexual immorality, impurity, debauchery, 20 idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, 
factions, 21 envy,[b] drunkenness, carousing, and things like these. I am warning you, as I warned you before: those who do 
such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. 

22 By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 23 gentleness, and self-
control. There is no law against such things. 24 And those who belong to Christ[c] have crucified the flesh with its passions 
and desires. 25 If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit. 

In his song ‘Someday,’ musician Steve Earle writes these lines reflecting on his smalltown life, ‘Now I work at the 

fillin’ station on the interstate, I’m pumpin’ gasoline and countin’ out of state plates, they ask me how far into Memphis 

son, and where’s the nearest beer, and they don’t even now that there’s a town around here.’  

When I was a kid, one of the big deal moments of my childhood was getting to go to a Houston Astros baseball 

game in the big city. One thing I remember from those games was the banter with the people sitting around us and one 

game in particular I remember them asking us where we were from and telling them about our little town and I said you 

can’t miss it if you take the US Highway that goes there, to which my dad reminded me, you can miss it all together if you 

take the loop around it, which indeed, is what I and most travelers do when we are in a rush headed to whatever is next. I 

remember in that moment being astonished that someone could or would choose to miss our town all together. A small if 

not humbling reminder that I was not at the center of the universe. 

 I grew up in a US Highway town, not an interstate town. US Highways, like Highway 90 and Claiborne Avenue, 

were our country’s first major highway system built in the early twentieth century after World War I. Perhaps the most 

famous of these US Highways was Route 66, which began in Chicago, Illinois, and traversed through the Dust Bowl of 

middle America through the deserts of the west ending in the promised land of California right at the Santa Monica pier. 

After World War II in the post-war boom and expansion of the country, President Dwight Eisenhower, influenced by the 

efficiency and speed of the autobahn in Germany, signed legislation funding the US Interstate Highway System in 1956. 
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This did not get rid of the old US Highways, but replaced them with more sophisticated infrastructure and less 

interaction with stoplights and limited exits. One major design difference between the two highway systems, the older 

US Highways were designed to blend in and follow the contours of the surrounding the landscape while the interstate 

highways in the name of straight lines and efficiency dynamited their way through hills and bisected neighborhoods. And 

I must admit, it is nice to be able to make time on the interstate and make minimal stops. That is the way I usually travel 

these days. But every now and then, to get where you are going or because there is bad traffic or there is a need to take an 

alternate route, I find myself on the older US Highways.  

One of the discoveries I have found on those US Highways is that they take you right through the center of most 

towns (unless they built a loop for through traffic), and over the years I have found that many of those towns, if they were 

coming of age at the right time, have a beautiful building in the middle of the town that is a public library. These 

buildings are in many cases one of the most beautiful and well maintained buildings in the town. And many of them were 

the rest of a gift through the philanthropy of Andrew Carnegie who used the majority of his fortune to build public 

libraries in towns and communities that did not have them. As an immigrant child from Dunfermline, Scotland, Carnegie 

worked at a factory where the owner opened his small personal library to the workers of the factory, and Carnegie 

wanted to pay that gesture forward and believed that a public library was a common good that provided free knowledge 

and access to all members of a community. I hope that the tech titans of our time who can rent the whole city of Venice 

for their weddings consider how their fortunes might make this world better beyond extending their own brand and 

influence. I’m not nominating the Rockefellers and Carnegies and gilded age barons for sainthood, but I am recognizing 

that they used their fortunes for the common good, building libraries and institutions that served the common person 

living in a town that didn’t even have an interstate running through it. Starting in 1881, Carnegie funded the construction 

of more than 2500 libraries throughout the world, beginning in his birth place of Dunfermline, and including over 1700 

libraries in the United States, including six in New Orleans.  

 This week I have heard a prominent politician from one political party call those of the opposing party Satan and 

have heard commentators all too easily reach for the Hitler reference or others used the Communist reference when 

describing those citizens with whom we have political differences. Which brings me to our topic for our summer sermon 

series. As you may know we are reading Scott Black Johnston’s book, Elusive Grace: Loving Your Enemies While Striving for 

God’s Justice. Scott is the senior pastor at Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church in New York City and wrote this book to 

encourage followers of Jesus Christ and congregations to ‘recommit to the highest of Christian principles’ as we live and 



 

 

function in the larger body-politic of our society. Christian communities like this one, he believes have a role to play, not 

unlike those Carnegie libraries to work for the common good, to help ‘turn hearts poisoned by cynicism into instruments 

of love,’ and to offer a different vision of community in ‘a nation broken by partisanship, reeling from racial strife,’ and 

lacking in civic virtue. Each week over the next seven weeks, we will be focusing on what Johnston calls, the ‘heavenly 

virtues,’ each week preaching on one that he believes forms the ‘core of the wisdom that the Christian tradition has to 

offer to the world in this contentious time.’1  

 This week’s virtue is temperance and Scott begins with American Founding father Benjamin Franklin who 

lauded temperance in his Poor Richard’s Almanack as personal restraint, refraining from overindulgence, and a curb to our 

passions.2 But temperance is more than personal restraint or managing addictive behaviors, he offers the illustration 

where temperance is depicted as a woman surrounded by flames threatening to engulf her and the woman calmly pours 

the pitcher of water she is holding to extinguish the flames.3 Similarly here in our passage from Galatians, Paul describes 

our freedom in Christ, not as the freedom to do whatever we want with no restraints, but rather a freedom for others 

rooted in the Spirit, which makes us choose and work for love, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 

gentleness, and self-control’ (Galatians 5:22-23). It’s as if the Spirt of Pentecost is not blowing wildly through us with no 

real purpose, but rather to making us more loving, more peace-seeking, more patient, more kind, more generous, more 

faithful, more gentle, and more self-controlled,’ not just as some kind of personal spiritual hygiene project, but for the 

sake of Jesus Christ and the world God so loves and for the sake of our communities, our neighbors, and the common 

good of the little postage stamp of this world that we so occupy.  

 This virtue of temperance is how the Spirit calls us to live as the humanity God as created and to be mindful of 

how we speak and act and engage with others. In Johnston’s words, ‘it calls us to debate with integrity and humility,’ and 

to engage each other with humility. Take this virtue away, he reminds us, and ‘there are no shared victories, no 

community triumphs,’ we can reduce people to ‘either good or bad, worth saving or easily writing off,’ no need to govern 

our words or care about the common good.4 Just find our place in the jungle and take care of our own.  

The writer and radio personality Garrison Keillor recently shared a reflection through his writing and podcast 

called ‘My weekly walk to church and back,’ in which he brings with him to church all the problems of the world and 
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2 Scott Black Johnston, Elusive Grace, 12.  
3 Scott Black Johnston, Elusive Grace, 13 
4 Scott Black Johnston, Elusive Grace, 15. 



 

 

even continues ruminating on them during the sermon. And it is not the sermon that shakes him from the thoughts 

swirling around in his head, but the prayer of confession, the grandeur of the liturgy, the opportunity as he puts it, to ‘put 

the mounds and hillocks of trash behind me and start anew….And by God, it works. It really does.’ Keillor continues,’ on 

the walk home, I look forward to the week.’ ‘On the walk home,’ he reflects, ‘I don’t want to hear about all the problems 

of the world…I feel it doesn’t matter.’ And then he adds this: ‘I don’t know about your church, but in ours, we don’t pray 

for stupidity, cruelty, and supercilious pride and smug disdain. I see dads pushing tiny kids in strollers and a mom 

following with a toddler, and I pray for each one of them as they pass me.’5 

 These waters of baptism are not just meant claim us in a special event long ago that for most of us that we can 

barely remember, but we pray at our baptism and every baptism that the Holy Spirit will form us in the image of Christ 

our whole lifelong so that we may always remember our baptism and be grateful, so that we may reflect the grace 

bestowed upon us in the Spirit through these waters. And these baptismal waters also send us out into the world to 

engage the flames of enmity and cruelty and disdain for others with the same temperate water, which douses the flames 

around us long enough that we may better see the humanity in the faces of those in whom we could only see issues or 

enmity or humanity all. These waters call upon us to contribute to a body-politic and a common good that is a little more 

humane, a little more civil, and a little more respectful than it would be otherwise, for the good of the whole, for the 

health of our nation, for the sake of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

 
5 Garrison Keillor, ‘My Weekly Walk to Church and Back,’ Podcast 108. 


