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"Renouncing the Powers of Evil"

During this season of Lent, we are exploring the meaning of our baptism, who and what we are as
Christians in the 21st century.  We are looking at the 5 questions that are asked in the rite of baptism in
our tradition and today we have the second of those questions:  

“Do you renounce the powers of evil and desire freedom of new life in Christ?”

First of all, I have to admit, I do not know much about evil.  I have lived a pretty blessed life and have
had the benefits of living in a society that rewards people like me:  white, straight, male, able-bodied,
middle-class, Christian.  I've not known personally, the effects of racial or sexist prejudice.  I've not been
denied a job because of who I am or who I love, or what I believe.  In fact, I don't think I've ever been
denied a job.  I've never been hungry, homeless, without family or friends who loved and supported me.  

But, I've seen evil.  I've seen it on the news, I've read of it in books, I've spoken to people who have
suffered it.  I know it exists.  I know that some people don't like the word, "evil" because it has been used
to place judgment upon others.  It is easy for people to be labeled "evil" because they are different, hold
unorthodox beliefs, or do things that are outside what is considered "normal" and "acceptable" by
society's standards.  

So, the word itself, may be difficult to use, may have a lot of baggage that comes with it because it
has been used inappropriately.  Yet it is important for us to think about it.  And to understand, at least to
some degree what we are saying when we have answered that question, "Do you renounce the powers of
evil and desire freedom of new life in Christ?"  

As Kate mentioned earlier in the Call to Renewal, evil can be many things.  It can be an addiction, it
can be cruelty or the intent to harm another or one's self, it can be greed or the desire for power or control. 
It can come out of fear, anger, self-loathing, hate.  It can take the form of physical or verbal abuse,
violence, manipulation, war.  It can come through persons or institutions, visible or invisible.  Evil can
take many forms, originate from many sources, and is, we must admit, simply a part of the human
condition.  We can know, we can experience, we can cause, knowingly or unknowingly, evil in our world.

Sometimes we ask the question, "Why does God allow evil to exist in the world?"  It is a question that
has been asked since the beginning of time and I am not capable or willing to try to answer it right now. 
Our scriptures speak to it.  Specifically the book of Job deals with it.  Books have been written to address
it.  Theologians and philosophers have often pondered it.  

But for us today, perhaps we can just say that evil is that which is the antithesis of love, of goodness,
of God.  And like sin, another word that has been ill used and may trigger reactions for many of us, like
sin, evil may be understood as something that separates us from one another, from the love of God, even
from ourselves, our true selves, the persons God created us to be.  

In the book, The Life of Meaning by Bob Abernethy and William Bole, there is an interview with
Irving Greenberg, an Orthodox rabbi, theologian and former chair of the United States Holocaust
Memorial Council.  In the article he tells of his struggles with wondering, where was God when the Nazis
burned children alive and sent masses of people to their death through the gas chambers?  This is a



question about the presence of evil and God's relationship to it.  After much struggle to find some
understanding, he said this:  "I said to myself I'd asked the wrong question when I asked where was God? 
The answer was obvious:  where else would God be, but suffering with God's people?  The real question
was, why hadn't God stopped it?  There, as a believer at least, I came to believe that God was asking me
to stop it, that in some sense, the divine message was that the human partner was supposed to have
stopped this."  He goes on to talk about his understanding of covenant, and God's call to humanity's full
partnership with God.  That we are called to play our part, not only in stopping human suffering, but that
we have a part to play in stopping the infinite suffering of the divine, the suffering that God experiences
as a result of the evil humanity inflicts upon itself.  

So, we are called, not only to renounce evil, but to play a part in fighting and stopping evil as it
manifests itself in our world.  Then there is the second part of that question that we are asked at our
baptism:  "and (do we) desire freedom of new life in Christ?"  

The loss of freedom, whether personal or communal, is one of the greatest effects of evil.  In his book,
A Black Theology of Liberation, James H. Cone, speaks of the human being endowed with freedom. 
"This is the paradox of human existence.  Freedom is the opposite of oppression, but only the oppressed
are truly free.  How can this be?  On the one hand, the concreteness of human existence reveals that
human beings are not (fully) human when their creativity is enslaved by alien powers.  To be (fully)
human is to be separated  from everything that is evil, everything that is against the "extension of the
limits of humanity."  But on the other hand, human existence also discloses that the reality of evil is an
ever-present possibility in our finite world, and to be (fully) human means to be identified with those who
are enslaved as they fight against human evil.  Being human means being against evil by joining sides
with those who are the victims of evil.  Quite literally, it means becoming oppressed with the oppressed,
making their cause one's own cause by involving oneself in the liberation struggle.  No one is free until
all are free." (p.87-88).

Renouncing evil and desiring freedom of new life in Christ, is not just saying we will try not to do
anything bad and that we really do want to live free of oppression.  The Christian life that we are called to
in our baptism is an evolving faith.  It requires that we are open to the continuing challenges of the Spirit
of God, to be in partnership with God in combating evil in all of its forms, and being in partnership and
solidarity with all who know oppression and suffering.  

In his letter to the Philippians, Paul refers to those who are enemies of the "cross of Christ."  That
cross of Christ of which he speaks, refers to Jesus' self-giving nature, his unwillingness to engage in the
evil of this world, to give of his whole and complete self in the love and acceptance that poured through
him for others, and to be true to his commitment to his God, our self-giving God, to bring healing, and
hope, and the end of suffering to this world.  

In this season of Lent, we are being called to remember the promises of our baptism.  To open
ourselves to the changes and transformation that God intends for us, as we evolve in our faith and grow
deeper in our partnership with God and our oneness with all who suffer and are oppressed in this world. 
May we have the strength and courage to renounce evil in all of its forms and to bring all to the freedom
known in the love and acceptance of Christ.  Amen.

Pouring of the water:  Will we be willing to question the ways that we benefit at the expense of others
and to identify with those who are oppressed, even if it means suffering alongside of them until all are
free?      If so, please say,  "Yes, I am willing."


