Morality

Luke 16: 10-13

September 30, 2007


Have you noticed how it is these days that, when someone says the word “morality,” you can almost bet your life that the conversation really is going to be about sexuality?  You’d think that sexual morality had shoved aside all other definitions and expressions of morality to become the only kind of morality that really counts, that’s really important.  You can hear it in a bunch of Christians today, this belief - covert if not overt - that sexual morality is the hub around which all the rest of Christian ethics circles.  And that belief gets labeled “biblically-based,” to imply that Jesus himself and all the prophets and all the biblical writers had a lot to say about sexual morality, and you’d better listen or go to hell.


Thing is, if you read the whole Bible cover to cover, you find very little about sexual morality.  You do find a lot of “begats,” leading one to surmise that our ancestors had figured out the way of procreation.  And, maybe with a bit of surprise, you find that, early on, polygamy was the norm, not considered immoral at all.  And here and there you find statements condemning sexual behaviors which demean and violate the worth of human beings.  But beyond that precious little is said about sexual morality.


True, sexual relations between unmarried persons was taboo, as was adultery, but the focus of the taboo wasn’t really on sexual morality; the focus was on societal stability.  What was moral were strong, loving, committed relationships faithfully kept, to nurture family and secure stability in the community.  What was immoral was anything that could destabilize the community, improper sexual relationships only one among many things which could be destructive.  And, as to this highlighting of sexual orientation, that lifting of heterosexuality to be the definition of sexual morality, and the litmus test to prove your validity as a “real Christian”:  you know, Jesus said nothing, not one single word to suggest anything like that.  The biblical writers who did mention homosexuality, in so few verses that you could practically count them on one hand, were addressing homosexual perversions, just like we might address heterosexual perversions.  They said nothing, not one single word about strong, loving, committed homosexual relationships faithfully kept, which do indeed nurture family and contribute to societal stability.  Committed same-sex partnerships just weren’t on the radar screen of the ancient culture.

If you read the entire Bible what you discover is not much said about sexual morality, and absolutely no “biblically-based” warrant for this outlandish pre-occupation with sexual morality, which seems to almost consume the thinking and pontificating of lots of folks these days.  So, where does it really come from, this pre-occupation with sexual morality?  Well, I think there are two primary reasons for it, and the first aids and abets the second.


First thing, we human beings are interested in sex, and isn’t that a world class understatement?  We’re much interested in it and so, we much talk.  Certainly, many of us as children were taught that we weren’t supposed to talk about sex – certainly not from the pulpit! – but didn’t that taboo make sex all the more a delicious topic for conversation, and one we haven’t outgrown?  We can repress our interest in the topic, can deny it till the cows come home, but the truth is that anything having to do with sex instantly grabs our attention.  Love may be what makes the world go round, but sex is what sells movies and advertising and turns a lot of books into best-sellers.  And these days, what with the taboo concerning sex as a conversational topic pretty much dissipated, of course we’re going to talk aplenty.  And that’s a truth about most all us human critters, whether we are religious or not.


But the second reason for so much thinking and pontificating about sexual morality all over the United States has to do specifically, I think, with Christians.  It has to do with Christians who take the Bible seriously, not necessarily taking every word as literally dictated by God, but still to be taken seriously, as food for thought toward faithful living.  Trouble is, some of that “food for thought” includes things we don’t want to think about, those things which meddle with the kind of life to which we’ve become accustomed.  Some of the things the prophets and the biblical writers and Jesus really did emphasize and really did say a lot about are intrusive and troubling, confronting as they do some things in our comfort zone which we depend on to keep us comfortable.  Those are the things we don’t want to think about, but how can we avoid it, we who take the Bible seriously?


Well, one way to handle a conversation which has become uncomfortable is simply to change the subject, deflect attention from a troubling topic onto something else.  Ah ha!  Here’s where the aiding and abetting comes in:  guess what topic can be used for avoidance, to guarantee a change in the conversation by grabbing our attention instantly.  We can shine a big, bright, attention-grabbing light on those few Bible verses which address sex and sexual morality, and voila! – all those troubling passages get cast into the shadows, out of sight and out of mind.

It works; it works perfectly; we Christians would rather talk about sex anyway, since we are just as interested in sex as anybody else.  Thus it is that the talking about sexual morality goes on and on, a whole lot of us joining in, a whole lot of us willingly complicit with anyone who’ll help us avoid what the prophets and the biblical writers and Jesus really did emphasize.


See, what they emphasized and really did talk a lot about was morality, but morality exceedingly wide in scope, morality as an all pervasive necessity in every facet of our living every day.  What they turned the bright light on were the ethical decisions faithful people have to make every day, and the questions we need to ask in order to make those decisions well and faithfully, questions like, What does it mean to behave morally at home, at work, at school, at the grocery story and on the highway, anywhere and everywhere and in all relationships?  Jesus, the prophets, the biblical writers, they put it right in our faces; they spread it across everything we think and say and do; they brought morality to bear on every reality of our living, even the most mundane, including the one which is highlighted in today’s Bible passage, that everyday reality of money and its impact on our lives.


Now, they didn’t condemn money as an intrinsic evil or proclaim that everyone who had a lot of money was immoral.  But they turned a bright light to shine on what we do with the money we have, whether it’s a lot or a little, what we do with our money as a moral issue.  And they turned an exceedingly bright light on what happens when money, making money, having money, keeping money and making more becomes the guiding ethic for most all our decisions, the god running and ruling our lives, that worst of all forms of immorality which is called “idolatry.”  To be sure, it isn’t always money that does it; it can be a certain relationship, a job, something else, but lust for money often is the culprit, isn’t it?  And not just in somebody else’s life.  And so, when we hear Jesus saying, “You can’t have your cake and eat it, too; you can’t serve both God and wealth,” we know exactly what he’s getting at, can’t plead ignorance about the fact that what we do with money is a moral issue we need to think about.


Wouldn’t you much rather think about and talk about sex and sexual morality and leave the big picture of morality in the shadows?  But there it is, what the prophets and the biblical writers and Jesus really did emphasize, often with intense emphasis on money and what we do with it, money as a moral issue for us church folks.


And, right about now you’re probably saying to yourself, “Here it comes; hang on to your wallet; it’s that time of the year, stewardship season, pledge cards – Ilene’s going to turn this into a sermon about giving money to the church.”  Nope; I’m not going to preach that sermon, because that’s a sermon for each of us to preach to ourselves, in the quiet of our own hearts.
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