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Junk food is not good for you. Junk food leads to obesity and other health- 
related issues. Junk food is not good for you. Most of us know this. Whether this 
knowledge informs our behavior is something else altogether.

Junk theology is not good for you. It leads to obesity of mind and spirit. Junk 
theology is not good for you.

I have become convinced that most of the terribly disturbing things that are 
happening in our world today and that are done in the name of religion are com-
mitted by people who are not in and of themselves malicious or bad but who are 
operating from junk, or bad, theology.

Just as junk food has negative consequences, so also junk theology contrib-
utes to a lack of religious and spiritual health. Junk theology causes the person who 
indulges in it to become a burden to themselves and others, to shorten their lives 
and, in some cases, to take the lives of others. Because junk theology lacks every-
thing required for good nutrition it eventually leads to dissatisfaction and disap-
pointment in almost every way imaginable.

The most obvious example of benign junk theology in our time would be 
what goes under the banner of “the prosperity gospel.” The “prosperity gospel” pro-
claims that God’s deepest desire is for you to be rich, having whatever material gad-
gets and trinkets your ego desires — from a new home, a luxury car or, in the case 
of one televangelist who was in the news this year, your own Gulf Stream Jet. The 
message of the “prosperity gospel” contributes to the narcissistic gone-wrongness of 
our time by assuring those who embrace it that “it’s all about you.”

The “prosperity gospel” is about as far from the core teachings of Jesus as you 
can possibly get.

I said something like this about the “prosperity gospel” once in one of my 
talks here in Ordinary Life and, afterwards, someone confronted me by saying, “I 
thought you taught the importance of being non-judgmental. What you said today 

Texts:  
2 Samuel 18:5-9, 15, 31-33 • Psalm 130 • Ephesians 4:25-5:2 • John 6:35, 41-51



seemed awfully harsh toward some preachers and churches that seem to be doing 
very well, perhaps even helping people.”

My response to that is that being discerning, discriminating, and accurate in 
evaluation is not the same as being judgmental. If I go to my internist with a multi-
tude of symptoms of “un-wellness,” I don’t want her to hold back from telling me 
that because she fears it would sound judgmental. If I’m sick, give it to me straight. 
Not only that but also put me on the path that would lead to me health and 
wholeness.

I’m convinced it is junk theology that is the primary reason the fastest grow-
ing “denomination” in this country is made up of those who say about themselves 
“I’m spiritual but I’m not religious.”

The answer to junk or bad theology is not no theology but good theology. You 
can no more be religious “in general” than you can speak a language “in general.” 
Since we are in the context of the Christian religion, rather than distancing our-
selves from religious language and biblical study, let’s dive into the Scriptures and 
correct bad theology with good theology.

I hope that this homily — indeed, this entire worship service — consists of 
the kind of good theology that will contribute to your spiritual health and well-be-
ing and that you leave this liturgy wiser and more compassionate and more empow-
ered to love a world so in need of such love.

I’m calling this homily: “Intense commitment, relaxed faith.”
If you hear this combination of words as contradictory and paradoxical, 

you have heard correctly. Most good theology is like this. For example, the central 
teaching of Jesus was about what he called “the rule of God.” We made it into bad 
theology when we called it “the kingdom of heaven” and, then, made it about some-
thing that is off out in the future and not to be entered into until after you die, if 
then. Jesus said, “The rule of God is right here all around you, you just don’t see it.” 
And, he went on, “This rule of God” — meaning God’s love and compassion, inclu-
sivity and justice — “is also in you and seeks to find expression through how you 
live.”

Intense Commitment, Relaxed Faith • August 9, 2015 • Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost• Dr. Bill Kerley • Page 2



Both around us and within us — at the same time. It is impossible for the ra-
tional, dualist mind to grasp this, but it is good theology.

I don’t know how many of you are biblical scholars. I have spent most of my 
biblical scholarship energy over the past decades focusing on recent scholarship 
having to do with Jesus and his teachings. My desire has been and is to respond to 
Jesus’ invitation to follow him into a life of living the vision he had of what our lives 
and the world would be like if God really ran the show and not our egos and cer-
tainly not the current ruling religion, consumerism.

So it is helpful for me from time to time to have to step away from the ma-
terial I normally spend my time studying and be required, because of the lection-
ary, to delve into the Christian tradition in places where I don’t normally go in my 
studies.

Today we are going to look briefly at the epistle and the Gospel selections.
First, the epistle. Most contemporary scholarship holds it that Paul did not 

write what we call Ephesians. Rather, one of his disciples did. It was common in 
those days for a letter to be written to one of the fledgling groups of Jesus followers 
giving them advice, responding to some questions they may have raised, or just ad-
monishing them to get with the program.

The program in question, initiated by Jesus and envisioned by Paul, was that 
the world would be transformed by a group of people called “the body of Christ.” 
That’s how they understood “the church” — as “the body of Christ.”

The church wasn’t a building. It was a living breathing community of people 
who had been transformed because they now lived in Christ and, at the same time, 
Christ was to come alive in them.

If you read the writings of Paul and the writings attributed to Paul, you will 
find that the single phrase used the most is “in Christ.” Paul teaches that we live and 
move and have our being “in Christ” and that we are to have the same mind in us 
that was “in Christ.”

Because of this, teaches Paul, we will order our lives in a particular way. This 
is what we see in today’s epistle. Because of their response to the gospel, recipients 
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of this letter are experiencing radical transformation of both their personal and so-
cial identity. They are being re-socialized into God’s purposes and God’s family. The 
letter to the church in Ephesus offers the most comprehensive and cohesive picture 
of God’s plan and purpose. It moves from a vast cosmic picture of God’s plan and 
our inclusion in it to the role and mission of the church and life within the church. 
Paul insist that the Christian life demands radical change, intense commitment:

“All bitterness, fury, anger, shouting, and reviling must be removed from 
you.” We must also “be kind to one another, compassionate, forgiving each other as 
God has forgiven you ‘in Christ.’”

This is to say that the community of God’s people is called to a life of radical 
integrity and intense commitment.

Somewhere along the way someone turned Paul’s good theology into junk 
theology by teaching that these are the kinds of behaviors required in order to get 
God to love us. Nothing could be further from the truth. Good theology teaches 
that you are loved by God and that there is nothing any of us can do to get God to 
love us more and there is nothing any of us can do to get God to love us less.

Intense commitment is called for not in order to get something but because 
we already have it. 

Paul is saying, “Your identity is who you are in God. Now, act like it.”
If we are to make ordinary life deeply fulfilling, it requires daily action and 

continuing commitment.
Intense commitment.
What empowers us to relax into this kind of living is what we see in the Gos-

pel selection for today.
John is the most mystical of the Gospels. In our lectionary we began having 

the Gospel selection come from John a couple of weeks ago, and we will continue 
to read from John for several more weeks. The focus in one way or another in all 
of these selections is all about the most mystical, paradoxical, and inclusive symbol 
possible — bread.
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The references go all the way back to the Exodus story where the Jews in 
making their exodus from Egyptian bondage were miraculously fed manna from 
heaven and the references go all the way through the story of Jesus feeding the mul-
titude, which you find six time in the gospels — meaning “this is important!” — to 
today where Jesus says, “I am the bread of life.”

Somebody created “junk theology” when they made this about anything 
other than the fact that God has, does, and will take care of and love us, just as God 
did Jesus.

The ritual Jesus gave us summarizes his core and lasting message for the 
world.

“After I leave,” said Jesus, “just keep doing this.” 
Maybe under his breath he was saying, “If you keep doing this, maybe it will 

sink in.”
His teaching is:

Take your whole life into your hands as I am about to do and 
trust that you have been, are, and will be taken care of. That does not 
mean that you will be safe from harm, just I am not. But you are cared 
for. Say, “yes” to life and the bloody suffering that is part of our own 
lives and of all the world.

Then thank God. That is what the word “Eucharist” means — 
thanksgiving. Thank God, who is the origin of all life. Make a choice 
for gratitude, abundance, and appreciation beyond the ego; otherwise, 
you will get de-centered. Your life is pure gift, and it must be given 
away as gift — in an attitude of gratitude.

Break it, let your life be broken, give it away, and don’t protect it. 
It is in this kind of sharing that you discover who you are in God; it is 
this way that you become “the body of Christ.”

Now chew on this mystery! “Take this,” “eat and drink this” — 
not alone, but together “and you will have the heart of the message, a 
“new covenant” of indwelling love that is not grounded in worthiness 

Intense Commitment, Relaxed Faith • August 9, 2015 • Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost• Dr. Bill Kerley • Page 5



in any form, but merely in a willingness to participate and trust.
Relax into this faith: God has, is, and will take care of you.

We cannot possibly hope to complete our journey to spiritual maturity with-
out both the right determination, intense commitment, and the right nourishment, 
something we can trust and relax into.

Christianity is not a tea party or a picnic. That’s junk theology. 
Christianity is a difficult journey, with deserts to cross and mountains to 

climb requiring intense commitment. Jesus is the only real food suitable for the 
task. Faith in that we can relax into.

That’s good theology.
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Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.
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