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Pentecost 3, Proper 6 June 13, 2021 
St. Paul’s/Resurrección, Mount Vernon, WA Rev. Paul Moore 
 

Cleaning Up 
 
I was sitting with members of the Cofán people of Amazonian Ecuador with a friend, a 
fellow missionary kid who grew up among them.  I was thirsty, so I asked for some 
water.  My friend translated into Cofán, and the response was given with some giggles.  
What's going on? I asked my friend.  They say, "Only fish drink water!" 
 
What in the world does that mean, “Only fish drink water?”  The answer is partly given 
with what they did bring me, which was a metal drinking bowl full of a mixture of boiled, 
ripe mashed up plantains in water to make a kind of slurry.  I knew the dish, it is a staple 
among them and most all South American rainforest-dwelling tribes.  Over the millennia, 
humans have created ways to live that work in the rainforest.  The human body processes 
an immense amount of fluids in that humid heat, so they drink at least half of their food.  
To drink water alone is a waste of effort.  Only fish drink water. 
 
To answer this anthropological question one must dive deep, to get to the whys and 
wherefores of the way of life of a people.  It is not sufficient to just look at what one 
immediately sees.  One much reach for deeper meanings.  The Spiritual Life is always 
and everywhere an invitation to dive deep into the human condition, and the path inward 
is always also the path upward.  As one approaches one's own heart, one finds oneself 
nearer the heart of God.  It is powerfully tempting to stay on the surface, with the easily 
explained, fast answers to life's complicated questions, but that is to drink water like a 
fish. 
 
Jesus tells two parables in today’s Gospel lesson.  A parable is a simple story that 
requires a complex response.  Like a Zen koan, it opens the door to mystery.  Jesus 
invites us to ask, “What in the world is really going on here?”  In this case, Jesus tells two 
parables that open the same door.  Grain, planted in the ground, mysteriously produces 
plants that feed and maintain us.  Mustard is a small seed that grows into a big plant, big 
enough to house birds.  Something seemingly small and insignificant mysteriously grows 
into big consequences.  What are those consequences?  One must dive deep to 
understand. 
 
In a recent daily meditation by Fr. Richard Rohr, he quotes the philosopher Ken Wilber 
who summarizes the spiritual path in four movements: 

• Clean up, 
• Grow up 
• Wake up 
• Show up. 

I intend to preach on each of these in coming sermons, taking them like parables, to invite 
us beyond our immediate thirst, into something deeper, more fully human, and more fully 
resembling the heart of God. 
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Today's topic is the first.  What does it mean to "Clean up?"  We "clean up" when we 
read the confession together, and we feel cleansed as we hear the words of absolution.  Is 
that all there is?  Confess and be absolved?  No, that's just water.  Let's start the dive. 
 
There are several open doors right in the text of the confession.  At the very beginning, 
we confess to having opposed God's will in our lives.  We go on to unpack that idea in 
more specific ways.  We confess to having denied God's goodness in one another, in 
ourselves and in the world.  We recognize evil that enslaves us, things done and done on 
our behalf.  If we have opposed God’s will in our lives, both individually and 
collectively, what is the will of God?  How do we come to know it?  What does it consist 
of?  A set of rules?  A set of religious practices?  A political perspective?  Or something 
else again?  This statement is hardly a list of dos and don’ts we normally associate with 
“cleaning up.” 
 
The Bible has a number of lists of dos and don’ts that try to describe what the will of God 
is.  The biggie, of course, is the 10 Commandments.  This statement in our confession, on 
the other hand, is a deeper dive, a statement of moral principle that underlies any sort of 
list we might want to make.  Is there a deeper principle moral principle underlying the 
Big Ten, something that, if you did that, you'd kind of automatically meet at least the 
spirit of the list.  Actually, Jesus would say yes.  He said that the greatest rules are these, 
“Love God will all your heart, soul, mind and strength,” and, “love your neighbor as 
yourself.”  Then he adds, "On these two, hang all the law and the prophets."  The moral 
principle behind the 10 Commandments is divine love.  The driving idea behind the will 
of God is divine love. 
 
So, it all boils down to divine love. 

• For God so loved the world that God gave God's only son, that whoever believes 
in him should not perish, but have eternal life,” (John 3:16) 

• For God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but that the 
world might be saved through him. (John 3:17) 

• Greater love has no one than this, that one lay down one's life for one's friends.   
(John 15:16) 

• You are my friends if you do what I command. (John 15:14) 
• I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved 

you, you also should love one another. (John 13:34) 
• Everyone who loves is born of God and knows God.  Whoever does not love does 

not know God, for God is love. (I John 7b, 8) 
 
I think we've uncovered something here.  If loving action is moral action, then loving 
action is God's will for our lives.  To resist doing loving action is to resist God's will.  
What is loving action?  Jesus’ commandment to us is to love as he has loved us.  How did 
Jesus love us?  He showed us ultimate love in giving his life for us.  That life-giving on 
his part ultimately gives us all abundant life, even himself, so it's a win-win here.  It's not 
Jesus instead of us, it's Jesus AND us.  Jesus’ love is a reckless, generous love that trusts 
that in the end all manner of things will be well. 
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So, how do you "clean up?" What kind of moral inventory is going to help us get a 
handle on what needs changing and what needs affirming and strengthening?  The Bible 
never gives us a consistent list of rules, sorry!  What Jesus gives us is an inner attitude, a 
way of living not just from the ego, but from the spirit, that deeper place within us that 
knows how to love others as one loves oneself, and knows all things to be beloved.  Hold 
your behavior up to the spirit of Jesus and see what you see. 
 
The Bible never gives us a blueprint for a perfect society, either.  What Jesus gives us is a 
way of relating to one another as humans created in the image of God, a way of living, 
not merely from our ethnocentric ideas that our ways are the only real ways, but from a 
deeper place that recognizes that though the way we think the world is and ought to work 
makes a quasi-consistent whole for us, other people have a different picture of the world.  
Just as we find ways to interpret our experiences in light of what we assume is true, good 
and beautiful, other people do the same and reach conclusions consistent with their 
particular window on the world.  Perhaps there is a way of learning to appreciate the 
inner wisdom of other human experiences that will expand our own sense of the human 
family.  Perhaps we might glimpse the face of God in faces and lives unlike our own.  
Hold US up to the miracle of Pentecost and see what you see. 
 
Finally, the Bible actually never really gives us a consistent picture of heaven.  What 
Jesus gives us is a way of seeing the eternal in the midst of the temporal, eyes to see 
shadows of the divine in daily living; little glimpses of beauty, truth and goodness that 
carry us beyond ourselves for a moment, and then ways to recapture the significance of 
those moments; eyes to see in the end that all is One in the heart and mind of God, a 
rainbow tapestry of unity in diversity, where none of us is at the center for the Center is 
everywhere and the time is Now.  Hold your spirit up to the mystery of the eternal, and 
see what you see. 
 
Do these things, and you will do the will of God. 


