
Inside - Outside?  22 August 2021 

Toss a coin - heads, I win - tails, you lose.  

That’s how it is with religion and guilt.  If you 

want an overdose of unsolicited guilt, then go 

to almost any church and the majority of them 

are sure to oblige.  But I hope not this one. 

Almost anywhere you turn in the old testament 

- or, indeed, the Roman Catholic Church you 

will find you have sinned - even when you had 

no idea that you had.  No wonder that RC 

priests have a busy time at the confessional 

and probably enjoy living their parishioners’ 

sins vicariously.  Even something as simple as 

eating a meal will probably damn you to hell in 

the Roman church as gluttony is a sin that has 

been subdivided into 5 divisions, so that you 

almost cannot escape it!  Listen to this; 

gluttony is broken down into 5 types:  

• Laute – eating too expensively. 

• Studiose – eating too daintily. 

• Nimis – eating too much. 

• Praepropere – eating too soon. 

• Ardenter – eating too eagerly. 

Now one or more of those is bound to catch 

you out in a day or two if you’re hungry and 

enjoying your food - and as for my dog, Niko, 

well, he must be going straight to hell! 

Apart from unconscious sins like those above 

that most people never knew even were sins, 

one of our Book Club asked last week about 

whether you could be guilty of sinning if you 
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were dreaming.  As far as I recall, the 

question was not even discussed, let alone 

answered, and probably just as well, for we 

would all - without exception - have to put our 

hands up to having dreams that were involved 

with the so-called seven deadly sins of pride, 

greed, wrath, envy, lust, gluttony and sloth, 

Note here that this list of sins is exclusively 

‘internal’; not one of them would appear to 

come from some outside source…or does it? 

When we listened to our epistle - if any of you 

actually did - we get a very clear message 

from Paul that we need to gird ourselves with 

‘spiritual armour’ in order to withstand the 

‘flaming arrows of the evil one’.  ‘For our 

struggle is not against flesh and blood, but 

against the rulers, against the authorities, 

against the powers of this dark world and 

against the spiritual forces of evil in the 

heavenly realms.’ 

Paul builds up a picture of the fully clothed 

and armoured Roman Soldier - perhaps a little 

odd, but not if you recall that they lived in the  

occupied lands of the Roman Empire, and 

Roman soldiers would have been a common 

sight on the streets every day. 

So his imagery is of having a belt, a 

breastplate, sandals on your feet, a leather 

shield, a sword in your hand, and a helmet on 
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your head - none of which would have been 

everyday Jewish couture - but nevertheless is 

described to counter attacks from without.  

What if I were to tell you that I think he’s got 

the wrong emphasis here, and that our battle 

is against the dark forces within ourselves.  

This is not an external battle but an internal 

one. 

Let’s see what Jesus has to say on the 

subject; Mark 7 and Matthew 15 say more or 

less the same thing; ‘It is not what goes into a 

man that defiles him, but what comes out of 

him.’  That’s my short paraphrase - but you can 

look up the references and you’ll find that in 

essence. 

So here Paul and Jesus are at odds, and I know 

who my money is on. 

Let us look at it another way.  We are tempted 

to do things that we know are not good for us 

by all sorts of clever advertising.  Eating and 

drinking too much, gambling, extramarital sex, 

violence, etc., but most people don’t succumb 

to these temptations - unlike Oscar Wilde, 

who famously said, ‘I can resist anything but 

temptation.’ 

So why is it that a group of people can be 

shown the same images of - say - mob violence 
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against an ethnic minority, and feel compelled 

to join in?  Why do some folk see pictures of 

young children and have sexual fantasies?  

Why do others see an image of a one-arm 

bandit spewing out the jackpot, and feel they 

must catch the next plane to Las Vegas? 

For some, that kind of onslaught may seem to 

be external , and they are driven by 

manufactured images on websites, and 

tempted by the lure of great riches or 

unlimited or illicit sexual gratification.  Others 

can see the same images but remain immune 

from them.  Are they not tempted?  Of course 

they are!  But they know which of the two 

wolves in themselves to feed and which to 

starve.  If you haven’t heard my story of your 

wolves - ask me after the service. 

Paul’s picture of the Roman soldier with all the 

armour and paraphernalia of battle smacks to 

me of the grandiosity of the Pharisees - 

appearing to be righteous and good, but it’s 

only a veneer. 

It is one of the reasons I don’t like all the 

fancy vestments that come with this job; I 

could wear a chasuble and other clobber every 

Sunday, but it wouldn’t make me any more 

‘holy’.  I am aware that some of you may like 

the dressing up bit, and that’s OK - so long as 

you realize that it is just that - dressing up. 

The basic alb - the white dress I wear - was to 

imitate the kind of working gear that first 
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century men would have had for every day - 

but theirs would have been made of a tough, 

rough wool or calico, depending on the time of 

year.  All the pomp and ceremony came later, 

and is to my mind, a distraction.  I do wear the 

fancy stuff for weddings because it’s 

expected of me - and when told to do so by 

the diocese. 

But that is a bit of a rabbit hole - my point is 

quite simple; Jesus tells us categorically that 

the evil men do comes from inside them - not 

from the outside.  The temptation may be 

external, but the decision to act on that is 

made from within.  Thus, the so-called seven 

deadly sins of pride, greed, anger, envy, lust, 

gluttony, and sloth (or laziness). 

And you see how right Jesus is and how wrong 

Paul is when you look at it that way, because I 

cannot feed you any of those attributes from 

the outside - but I can tempt you to let them 

take you over. 

So you see it doesn’t make a scrap of 

difference what you wear - even with the 

wonderful imagery that Paul conjures up - and 

yes, I know he’s talking about ‘spiritual armour’ 

- but I think he’s making the wrong emphasis 

by letting us believe that we need it as an 

external protection. 
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It’s rather like thinking that saying the Creed 

or the Confession, or the Lord’s Prayer is going 

to make the slightest difference to your 

spiritual wellbeing - if it doesn’t come from 

your heart.  Otherwise it is just chanting 

mindlessly. 

So when you join in prayers that we say 

collectively today, please internalize them, and 

say them with your heart - and really think 

about what you are saying - otherwise you and 

I will just be like the whitewashed tombs to 

which Jesus likened the Pharisees - dead 

inside. 

Better we say, along with Simon Peter, ‘Lord, 

to whom shall we go?  You have the words of 

eternal life.  We believe and know that you are 

the Holy One of God.’ 

Yebo Nkulunkulu.
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