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Good morning and welcome to morning prayer at Christ Church Quaker Farms on this Fifth 
Sunday in Lent.  Lent is a season in which some practices of abstinence are appropriate.  In 
today’s sermon I will encourage abstinence from certain beliefs. I will recommend some 
unbelief.  Explanation is forthcoming, but be assured that subsequently I will deliver good news 
in this time of war and uncertainty.  Coming soon is the joy that our faith, by God’s grace, will 
deliver to us on Easter morning. 

Many of us have favorite Bible passages that give us special comfort or inspiration. One passage 
that is most memorable to me is Mark 9:24: “I believe; help my unbelief.” These words were 
spoken by a father who is entreating Jesus to heal his son’s convulsions. The usual 
interpretation of them is that the father is praying to have the grace of faith.  I am going to 
interpret them quite differently as a prayer that God will enable us to refrain from believing 
some things.  Indeed, some interpretations of phrases in today’s Epistle and Gospel lessons 
warrant unbelief.  

Paul in today’s readings from his Letter to the Romans strongly contrasts being “in the flesh” 
and being “in the Spirit.” (Romans 8:9). In the next verse he talks about when “the body is dead 
because of sin.” (Romans 8:10) What warrants unbelief here is any supposition that Paul is 
committed to a radical disparagement of human embodiment such as is evident in some 
strands of later Christian ascetic literature.  It was Hellenistic philosophy, and especially, Neo-
Platonism, more than Paul that motivated extreme Christian asceticism.  That a human being is 
“a little soul burdened by a corpse” has been attributed to the ancient Stoic philosopher 
Epictetus (ep-ik-TEE-tuhs) and it is a pithy affirmation of the view that values human intellectual 
and spiritual life to the detriment of human embodiment. Shaped by Jewish traditions that 
celebrate the blessings of numerous children and embodied flourishing Paul did not share these 
philosophical views although he was influenced in some of his ethical teachings by the Stoics.  

For Paul ‘flesh’ (sarx in Greek) is a used as a metaphorical reference to a sinful human nature 
that is more oriented to worldly pleasures than sincere faithfulness. In a similar manner 
‘breath’ (pneuma in Greek) is commonly used in religious contexts to metaphorically represent 
the human capacity for spiritual life.  What matters here is what you pay attention to, to what 
you are mindful of. Attending to Christ and the Holy Spirit gives life to the body. Paul writes: “If 
the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Jesus from the 
dead will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you.” (Romans 
8:11) Differently, giving inordinate attention to things of the body—the flesh—does not 
similarly enhance one’s relationship to God.  

Aspects of American culture elicit negative appraisals of the bodies of those of us who are not 
accomplished athletes. Fascination with celebrities, manipulative advertising, and even some 
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well-intended public health messages, can lead people to have what has been called “negative 
body images.” We should not allow misinterpretations of Paul’s comments on being “in the 
flesh” to add to these provocations. And, yes, delicious food, marital intimacy, and the beauty 
of nature and art, spiritually engaged, can be blessings from God. 

One of the ways that God gives life to human bodies in evident in the healing stories of the 
gospels. The raising of Lazarus from the dead in today’s reading from John’s Gospel is an 
especially dramatic example of the healing ministry of Jesus.  Also, the quotation from Mark’s 
Gospel with which I began this sermon also emerges in the context of a healing of a young man 
with convulsions.  The verse preceding the father’s prayer “I believe; help my unbelief” has 
Jesus saying, “All things can be done for the one who believes.” (Mark 9:23) It is important to 
note that this verse does not say that all things will be done for believers, but that they possibly 
can be done for them. A similar affirmation about belief is attributed to Jesus in the story of the 
raising of Lazarus.  In response to an apparently doubting inquiry from Martha Jesus is quoted 
as saying “Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory of God.” (John 11:40) 
Presumably the glory of God is shown in the subsequent raising of Lazarus from the dead. 

Stories of healings by Jesus invite feelings of wonderment and gratitude. However, they can 
also present an opportunity for false implications. Believing that faith can possibly promote 
healing in many cases, such as in stories recounted in the gospels, may lead one to conclude 
that faith should always leads to healing. The logical contrapositive of this statement is even 
more troubling.  It asserts that if you are ill and not healed then you don’t have faith. This is an 
interpretation of the good news that Jesus has delivered to us that warrants disbelief. It taints 
faith with magic and evacuates it of mystery. Faithful persons who become ill deserve 
compassion and not condemnation. Why God allows suffering for good people is the topic of 
theodicy and beyond the scope of this morning’s sermon. 

In concluding, let us return to the verse from John’s Gospel quoted earlier in which Jesus 
addresses a perplexed Martha: ““Did I not tell you that if you believed, you would see the glory 
of God.” (John 11:40). The belief I affirm this morning is that by faith we glorify God and we 
behold the glory of God. The Greek word for ‘glory’ is doxa and it has several meanings in the 
New Testament and Christian theology. One translation is that to give glory to God is to honor 
and praise God.  This translation fits best when we are speaking of the action of glorifying God. 
Yet when we use this word in a nominative rather than a verbal phrase, such as speaking of the 
glory of God, it has a somewhat different meaning such as ‘splendor,’ ‘brilliance,’ even ‘beauty.’  
To behold God’s glory is to be in the presence of a warm and radiant brilliance, a transcendent 
beauty. The life of the Spirit and the witness to God’s healing power usher us into this glorious 
presence. Christian mystics throughout many ages have proclaimed this presence and Christian 
artists have acknowledged it.  The medieval mystic Hildegard of Bingen wrote frequently of the 
“living light” of God manifest in the beauty of nature and music. Johann Sebastian Bach, whose 
beautiful music Jazmin played in today’s prelude, appended to his musical manuscripts the 
initials of the Latin phrase ‘Soli Deo Gloria’—Glory to God alone. More recent theologians have 
contributed to the new field of theological aesthetics one of whose themes is that God is 
experienced not only cognitively but also by the imagination, by feeling, and by the senses.  The 
major multi-volume work in this field by the Roman Catholic Swiss theological Hans Urs von 
Balthasar was entitled “The Glory of the Lord.” 
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So, as we depart from worship this morning let us not burden our physical bodies with guilty 
disparagements nor taint our faith with magical thinking. These interpretations of Scripture do 
not warrant our belief. Let us rather live boldly in the life of the Spirit, knowing that by the 
grace of faith we can step wondrously into the warm, radiant, brilliant presence of God’s glory 
as it is revealed in nature, art, music and the faces of our human brothers and sisters; and it will 
be revealed yet again with especial vividness as this Lenten season turns to Eastertide, in the 
glory our Savior, Jesus, the resurrected Son of God.    Amen.  


