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For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery. For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, but through love become slaves to one another. For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, "You shall love your neighbor as yourself." If, however, you bite and devour one another, take care that you are not consumed by one another.  Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh. For what the flesh desires is opposed to the Spirit, and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; for these are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what you want. But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not subject to the law. Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these. I am warning you, as I warned you before: those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against such things. And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit.

          A new monk arrives at the monastery, and is assigned to help the other monks in copying the old texts, by hand. He notices, however, that instead of copying the original books, they are copying the copies. So, the new monk goes to the abbot to ask about this, and he points out that if there was an error in the first copy, that error would be continued in all of the other copies. The abbot says, "We have been copying from the copies for centuries, but you make a good point, my son." So the abbot himself goes down into the cellar with one of the copies to check it against the original. Hours later, nobody has seen him. Finally, one of the brothers goes downstairs to look for him. He hears sobbing coming from the back of the cellar and finds the old monk leaning over one of the original books weeping bitterly. “What's wrong?”, he asks. And the old monk, tears streaming down his face, says, "The correct word is celebrate." Celebrate!

          I have lived with St. Paul’s theology for over sixty years and have never really wanted to believe that it means what it seems to say…why would God create our flesh to be at war with the Spirit? What kind of cruel joke is that, that we are given sensations and desires and potential fulfillment by God, but that to seek or enjoy these things puts us in opposition to the Spirit? Really? I feel like the old abbot, crying for decades of denied experiences based on what must surely be an error in translation. And so I was mildly comforted to read, in Baker’s Dictionary of Biblical Theology, the following: The range of meanings borne by the words translated as ‘flesh’ in the Bible starts from the literal use denoting the material of which the human body is chiefly constructed, but quickly takes on other senses derived from the writers' understanding of the created order and its relation to God. Careful attention to context is needed to catch the precise nuance in any given case.

          Alright, then. No sense avoiding it; today we will be talking a lot about the Greek word sarx, flesh. In context we would read: Live by the pneuma (the Greek word for Spirit), I say, and do not gratify the desires of the sarx. For what the sarx desires is opposed to pneuma, and what pneuma desires is opposed to sarx; for these are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what you want.  And the twenty-something me, who has chafed under this passage for all of my adult life, is hoping that what the bible dictionary says is true, that careful attention to the context is needed to get the nuance of the meaning.

          So let’s step back a bit and look for the larger picture…let’s consider this passage in the context of the whole letter to the Galatians, and also in the historical contest of very early Christianity, we quickly discover a whole cluster of comforting meanings presenting themselves. The entire book of Galatians is primarily concerned with the subject we discussed last week, contrasting living under the Law, with its many proscriptions regarding the body, and living under grace. In this context, well into the argument, Paul is conflating the Law and the sarx quite a bit, using them to illustrate the contrast between a fleshly-driven life and a spirit-driven life. He wants his followers to not cave in to the pressure from Judaizing Christians who insist that following the Law is a prerequisite to following Jesus.  Clean and unclean foods, various rituals of purity and, for the guys, circumcision, these are not required in our emerging religion, but are in fact distracting and contrary to the new law of Christ, the law of grace. Paul harshly criticizes those teachers who would put the obstacle of the unkeepable law between his new Christians and the freedom he finds in Christ.

          This is kinda dry stuff, but important, friends, because we are not through this odd trend of insisting that ancient law applies to modern faith. The Judaizers are still among us, abusing and arguing from Old Testament sources that, frankly, do not apply to Spirit-led Christians. If Christ fulfilled the Law, as he himself claims, then it is no longer binding in its original ways, and we are bound by the teachings of Jesus instead. Now, who cares, you might say, but this is as fresh as the morning news…our Supreme Court has relatively recently overturned the famous Roe vs Wade, removing national availability and access to women’s health and reproductive rights. For right now, I do not care at all how you feel about this, but to the point, there is no New Testament teaching about abortion whatsoever. The slim Biblical argument against abortion is entirely drawn from the Old Testament. Why modern Christians are so quick to sing Jesus, Jesus, Jesus but argue from Moses, Moses, Moses is a mystery, but not a new one! With the Law being primarily about restrictions, and grace being primarily about informed freedom, it is easy to see where modern fundamental Christians are coming from with their endless insistence on less liberty and more strictly monitored morality. It’s like they have never even heard of Jesus sometimes!

          Alright…back to Galatians. The context was a little comforting, but I am still loath to agree that my body and God’s Spirit are at war, that I cannot please both my flesh and God. The Greek word is unchanged through all of Paul’s letters, the sarx is with us, so we need to dig more than we usually do to discover the nuances, and thus I present this, from a lauded Bible study site: The use of sarks is generally negative, referring not to just flesh, but to making bodily decisions according to self-interest; decisions made apart from faith and independent from God's indwelling. Thus what is "of the flesh (carnal)" is by definition displeasing to the Spirit– even things that seem "respectable!" In short, sarx generally relates to human efforts, decisions, or actions that originate from ego or are empowered by selfishness. These choices are carnal and grow out of the unchanged part of us, the part not yet transformed by God.

          You know, I have been wrestling with this since puberty, and will not burden you with the whole chain of research that has led me to the liberation I am about to describe, but I finally think I understand what Paul is getting at here, and I’m a-gonna tell ya! In a similar way that we are advised that ‘it’s not what you say, it’s how you say it”, I think Paul’s meaning here is ‘it’s not what you do, it’s why you do it’. God enhanced our bodies with certain cravings, desired outcomes, pleasure centers, all of that, and God desires that we use our bodies, but that use must be guided and ultimately controlled by our minds, our souls, and the indwelling Spirit that we claim, what the ordinary world calls a conscience. That is when the sarx is at war with the Spirit, when self-centered, ego-driven decisions are made with little or no consideration of the broader implications. Here is the red-flag-warning for this kind of sin, my friends: when you know something is wrong for you, but you choose to do it anyway, that is sin. That is when our flesh is at war with the Spirit of God, and even though our western world is obsessed with sexual sin, Paul’s list of depravities goes much further than that! It can be as personal as indulging beyond health in our eating habits or as disconnected as buying products we know have been produced by slaves. It can be as individual as online lust fulfillment, or as corporate as an entire country driven by – how did Paul phrase it? - enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, and things like these. Sound familiar? If our bodies are motivated from ego, our anxious self-protectiveness kicks in and sin is the result, and a warring relationship with God is guaranteed. But if our bodies are motived by – how did Paul phrase it? -  love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. – then that war, that conflict, that disconnect can be avoided.

           We have had enough Greek for one day, but I feel compelled to throw down a little Latin. Momordica charantia is our Latin term, the biological name for a very popular Asian cooking ingredient called bitter melon. This Momordica charantia touches on taste buds that most of us would rather it didn’t; bitter flavors are not popular in this part of the world. But, give us a good Mangifera indica – that’s a mango to our non-Latin speakers – and we are happy campers indeed. Sweet, we understand. Bitter, not so much. Which begs the metaphorical question: if we dislike bitter fruits so much, why do we cultivate the spiritual ones so fervently? Fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these. Bitter, bitter fruits, agreed? But heavily cultivated, marketed, and embraced by billions of humans. And the other pending metaphorical question is begging for an answer, too: if we love sweet, luscious, juicy fruit so much, why are the spiritual versions of these so hard to find? Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. Our life-shelves should be brimming with these, but…well, you know. Here’s the short version of why our world is overburdened with bitter spiritual fruits and undersupplied with the sweet ones. Jesus himself said it best: you harvest what you sow. You don’t put in an acre of almonds and expect to be selling watermelons in a few months. We harvest what we sow, or what is sown on our behalf, or what perverted seed we are all but forced to plant, but even so, we inevitably harvest the fruits that we have cultivated. We are, in the main, the farmers of our own minds and hearts. We need to make informed choices. So, what’s it gonna be, friends? Bitter melons or mangos? Amen. 
