Lenten Series: Alternatives to the Seven Deadly Sins

Sermon #4 – “Diligence Instead of Sloth”

Proverbs 26: 13-16

Hebrews 6: 9-12

 What comes to mind when you hear the word “sloth?” I would imagine that most of us think of the two-toed or three-toed mammals that live in the rainforest. Yes, those are sloths. But do you know how they came to be called that? When explorers in the jungles of the Amazon discovered them, it was noted how slowly and lethargically they moved and thus they got stuck with the name because sloth is an old English word that basically means “lazy.”

 Did you know that sloths sleep 15 to 18 hours a day? Did you know that they are so inert that a green algae grows on their fur that they can eat for nutrition? I suppose if any animal is aptly named, it’s the sloth.

 If you’ve been at church over the last few Sunday’s you know we have been taking a look at the seven deadly sins. And if you didn’t know that and you haven’t been to church over the last few weeks you may be guilty of today’s deadly sin. (I’m just saying!) Before going further I just want it known that I worked really hard on this sermon on sloth! 

The popular image of sloth in our context is that of the “couch potato,” the guy who lays around in front of his TV, with a beer in one hand, the universal remote in the other, pretzels on the chair side table. This image resonates with the proverb we just read:

 “The lazy person buries a hand in the dish, and is too tired to bring it back to the mouth.” (Proverbs 26: 15)

 Did you know there’s even a website called www.couchpotato.com. Check it out some time. How do you know if you’re a couch potato? Here are some of their warning signs. You know you’re a couch potato when…

· You start reaching for your Tivo remote at work, to fast forward through meetings that drag on 
· You know what your friends' favorite shows are, but not their kids' names 

· Anytime you see a cruise ship leave port, you think of the Love Boat, and any time you see a small plane landing, you think “Da Plane boss, da plane!" 

· You picture your kids with their own theme music 

· You still have Ginger or Mary Ann arguments with friends (although the only right answer is Mary Ann) 

But we’re not couch potatoes are we? There is a part of me that wonders whether sloth is even a sin that we need to be concerned about. I mean, we’re all pretty hard-working people right? We’ve all pretty much bought into the great Protestant work ethic, haven’t we? Sloth is not the typical American (nor the typical Presbyterian) sin, is it? I mean, if anything we Americans are about as industrious as they come. Except for South Korea and Mexico, US Americans work more hours on average per week that any other industrialized nation. (http://www.billshrink.com/blog/4724/working-around-the-world/). In addition to all the hours we put in on the job, we tend to be a people-on-the-go, don’t we? I dare say, most of us here today are busy, industrious, productive people. So how can the sin of sloth be our problem?

 Jewish psychologist Solomon Schimmel, who teaches at Hebrew College in Massachusetts, wrote a book on the Seven Deadly sins from an inter-faith perspective and he notes something about the sin of sloth that is key for us as we wrestle with whether this sin is a problem for us. Schimmel writes that sloth is “the most explicitly religious of the seven deadly sins.” (The Seven Deadly Sins: Jewish, Christian and Classical Reflections on Human Psychology, p. 197) he says that all the other sins may be described and defined in secular terms or personality defects, without any reference to God. But sloth he maintains has a religious essence. He says that sloth is resistance to the divine good.

 And this is the vain in which sloth is a threat to us as Christians - not so much a danger to our physical or fiscal health, but to the health of our souls. The 4th century Christian monk, Evagrius spoke of sloth in this way. He said that it is a serious and powerful vice that threatens our fundamental commitment to our spiritual identity and vocation. In sloth, said Evagrius, one’s life with God is at stake, because the true sin of sloth is not so much being lazy about doing the yard work or sluggish about getting your to-do list accomplished in the office. Rather, the sin of sloth is about being unwilling to put forth any effort in your spiritual life with God – unwilling to love God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength and unwilling to exert oneself in love for one’s neighbor. This is, I believe, where sloth is a pernicious threat to us.

 And therefore, paradoxically, sloth can especially be a threat to busy, hardworking people, like you and me – who spend all their energy, time and effort on the job and in other areas of our lives, but are listless in the fundamental commitments of our spiritual lives. Sloth is a sin, not against the time clock or productivity, but against God. (“The Sin of Sloth: What the Couch Potato and the Workaholic Have in Common”, by Leon Suprenant, in This Rock, January 2008). The Catechism of the Catholic Church explains it very succinctly:

 “The slothful person is unwilling to do what God wants because of the effort to takes to do it.”

Here are two ways that sloth manifests itself in our spiritual lives. First of all, sloth manifests itself in…

…Avoidance 

 The 13th verse of Proverbs 26 sounds very comical when you read it:

“The lazy person says, there is a lion in the road! There is a lion in the streets.”
Proverbs is the Bible’s book of practical wisdom and it has a lot to say about laziness and sloth. One of the things it says is that slothful folk tend to be avoiders. They are masters at making excuses to avoid taking action. And they don’t care how lame or flimsy the excuses are.  The slothful can find one reason or another for not making an effort to do what needs to be done. 

 What are we making excuses about in our spiritual lives? What is it that God is calling us to do in our love for him or love for our neighbor that we are avoiding?

· “You know, I wish I had more time to read my Bible, but I’m just so busy.”

· “I know I should set aside time for prayer, but I have to get the kids off the school in the morning and when evening comes, I’m worn out.”

· “I really should get the kids to Sunday school more often, but we’ve got those games on Sunday now, you know.”

· I guess I really should invite my unchurched neighbor to come to worship with me, but you what if he says, “no” and thinks I’m a religious fanatic. It’s scary, you know.”

· I hear the pastor talk about tithing – giving 10% to God – but I just can’t do that right now. Maybe one day”

There was once a story in the L.A. Times about a guy that goes to the house where he grew up and knocks on the door. Because he hadn't been there for 20 years, he finds himself getting sentimental. He asks the owners if he can walk through the house, and they let him. While in the attic, he finds an old jacket of his. He puts it on, reaches into the pocket, and pulls out a stub. It's a receipt from a shoe repair shop. He realizes he had taken a pair of shoes there 20 years before, and in the midst of the move, he had never picked them up. On a whim he decides to go to the shoe repair shop. Just to be funny, he takes the receipt out and hands it to the guy behind the desk, saying, "Are my shoes ready?" The guy goes back to the workroom for a minute, comes back to the counter, and says, "Come back a week from Thursday." That's the way of the slothful; they're always saying, "A week from Thursday." Always making excuses for doing what should already be done. (see “Intercepting Entropy,” a sermon by John Ortberg at http://www.preachingtoday.com/sermons/sermons/interceptingentropy.html?start=2

I know in my own slothfulness, I rarely if ever tell myself, "Never"; I tell myself, "A week from Thursday." I avoid by delay, doing what needs to done; what God wants me to do. Most times it’s because I do not want to be bothered or take the risk, or put forth the effort. Like the sluggard in the proverb, I’m pretty good at avoidance; at making excuses. 

What excuses are you making in your spiritual life? What is God calling you to do and be that you are avoiding - procrastinating on – not saying “no” to God about, simply saying, “a week from Thursday.”

 And a second way sloth manifests itself in our spiritual lives – a way that can be intertwined with the first way – is…

…Apathy

One commentator on the sin of sloth describes it this way:

“Sloth is the sin that believes in nothing, cares for nothing, seeks to know nothing, interferes with nothing, enjoys nothing, and remains alive because there is nothing for which it will die.” (Henry Fairlie, The Seven Deadly Sins Today)

Now that’s pretty extreme, but it does describe the deadly potential of sloth when it goes to seed in our lives – it can lead to a wholesale apathy in our spiritual lives. The desert fathers of the 4th century had a word for this way that sloth manifests itself – acedia. Acedia means, “lack of care.”

 I keep this painting in my office. It’s familiar to most all of us. It’s a portion of Michelangelo’s The Creation of Adam. I like this perspective on the painting because it is just the hands – the hand of Adam and the hand of God. You can tell by looking at it which is God’s hand – the one on the right, straining forward. Adam’s is the one of the left. It is almost limp. It is a graphic depiction of this word – acedia – “a lack of care.”

 This is why sloth is such a spiritual threat. We have a God who has since the beginning of time been straining toward us – so much so that one day this Creator God turned into one of us in a man named Jesus to reach us and touch us. And so many times we have not cared. We have been apathetic at best and, at our worst, we have been antagonistic toward God.

 Is there an alternative to acedia; to apathy; to excuse-making sloth? Yes, the alternative is…

…Diligence

 In the New Testament lesson today, the author of the epistle to the Hebrews is urging Jesus followers of his time to not fall away; to not slothfully stop short in their spiritual journey and he says this:

 “10For God is not unjust; he will not overlook your work and the love that you showed for his sake in serving the saints, as you still do. 11And we want each one of you to show the same diligence so as to realize the full assurance of hope to the very end, 12so that you may not become sluggish, but imitators of those who through faith and patience inherit the promises.”(Hebrews 6:10-12)

 The Christian virtue of diligence opposes sloth; diligence is that virtue of having a powerful sense of responsibility, dedication and hard work, and conscientious completion of one’s duties. But more than that, diligence is about love. The telltale root of that word diligence is the Latin dilegere, which means, “to love.”

You see, here’s the deal – the sin of sloth is not so much the failure to labor as though God was our taskmaster calling us to do more and more and more. Sloth is ultimately the failure to love. 

How do we love God? How do we love our neighbor? We do so through diligence; through hanging in there; through continuing to care when the world tells us to be indifferent; by not trying to evade or escape or avoid doing the loving things God asks us to do. 

 For you see, God is not the One who is laying laborious burdens on us. Rather, God is that One reaching out to us with a loving, powerful, and creative hand. He is the One who himself has been diligent – who has consistently “loved” (diligere) enough to make the effort to come to us and set us free from the avoidance and apathy that atrophies our souls.

 And nowhere was that divine diligence shown more powerfully than in the passion of Jesus upon the cross. As we move on through Lent and ever closer to Good Friday, let us do so, not sluggishly, but diligently, following in the footsteps of our Savior.
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