
How Good Do We Have To Be ? 
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based upon Galatians 6:1-10 
 
Somewhere in the gospels a man traditionally known as “the rich young ruler” 
comes to Jesus, and trusting that Jesus is someone who teaches with profound 
authority, he asks him a question that haunts him. He must fear, to some degree, 
that his riches mean that he has already received his reward in life, and that 
heaven may be a slim prospect, so he asks Jesus, “What must I do to be 
saved?”  Those are the words he uses, but what he, in fact, is asking is, “What is 
the minimum requirement I have to do for God to smile on me?”  Or, to use a 
variation of the title I adopted for the sermon,  “How good do I have to be?”   
 
It’s an honest question, and one that all of us could benefit from asking from time 
to time – especially in these times when people go about toting guns in the name 
of some unholy cause they believe gives them purpose in life.   
 
On Wednesday, the day of the latest outrage, I flew out to Portland to do a 
memorial service for a dear woman who was a member of two churches I served 
in that city years ago.  Her name was Vermadel, but she hated her name and 
liked to be called Del instead.   
 
I've always known her to be a remarkable and compassionate woman and was 
glad to have the honor to officiate.  What I learned, talking to her family, 
confirmed all I knew about her, and added to it considerably. Her daughter 
explained that once many years ago when her older son and his first wife had 
split, over the daughter-in-laws supposed infidelity, the young woman had to be 
hospitalized for some reason.   
 
Her own parents abandoned her -- wouldn't visit their own daughter in the 
hospital due to her "sin."  Del felt differently -- this was her daughter-in-law, after 
all, and she had welcomed her into their family as a bonafide daughter, and 
nothing was going to change that. She did what she could to support the young 
woman and, when it was time, brought her home from the hospital to nurse her 
herself.  More than that, this really tips the scale for me, she had flowers 
delivered to the young woman in the hospital and said in the accompanying card, 
that they were sent by the woman's mother with her love. Del did this, white lie 
and all, for fear that a sense of total abandonment would impede the girl's chance 
of survival.   
 
How good do we have to be?  Maybe the question should be, how good CAN we 
be?  My friend Del’s act of love and forbearance raises the bar for all of us,  
I believe, in a way Jesus would approve.   
 
Okay, now, hold that thought as we look at the Biblical background set for us 
today. 



If there is a classic line in Paul’s letter that is the text were examining today it is 
the following -- Do not be deceived; God is not mocked, for you reap whatever 
you sow. 
 
And that goes back to the beginning -- to Genesis -- to Adam and Eve in the 
garden. Things that begin in the shadows generally come out into the light.  It 
happens in domestic situations and it happens in nation states.  
 
I’m thinking of a speech made by the late Senator Robert Byrd on the floor of the 
Senate back in 2003 just as the second Iraq war was getting underway.  As an 
opponent of the war, his speech struck me then, and it strikes me even more 
profoundly now.  I kept it on the desk-top of my computer for a dozen years to 
remind me of what statesmanship looks like.  Here is how it begins.   
 
Truth has a way of asserting itself despite all attempts to obscure it.  Distortion 
only serves to derail it for a time.  No matter to what lengths we humans may go 
to obfuscate facts or delude our fellows, truth has a way of squeezing out through 
the cracks, eventually. 
 
But the danger is that at some point it may no longer matter.  The danger is that 
damage is done before the truth is widely realized.  The reality is that, 
sometimes, it is easier to ignore uncomfortable facts and go along with whatever 
distortion is currently in vogue.   
 
Regarding the situation in Iraq, it appears to this Senator that the American 
people may have been lured into accepting the unprovoked invasion of a 
sovereign nation, in violation of long-standing International law, under false 
premises.  There is ample evidence that the horrific events of September 11 
have been carefully manipulated to switch public focus from Osama Bin Laden 
and Al Queda who masterminded the September 11th attacks, to Saddam 
Hussein who did not.   
 
The run up to our invasion of Iraq featured the President and members of his 
cabinet invoking every frightening image they could conjure, from mushroom 
clouds, to buried caches of germ warfare, to drones poised to deliver germ laden 
death in our major cities.  We were treated to a heavy dose of overstatement 
concerning Saddam Hussein's direct threat to our freedoms.  The tactic was 
guaranteed to provoke a sure reaction from a nation still suffering from a 
combination of post-traumatic stress and justifiable anger after the attacks of 
911.  It was the exploitation of fear.  It was a placebo for the anger. 
 
Senator Byrd ended with this final statement.  Mark my words, the calculated 
intimidation which we see so often of late by the "powers that be" will only keep 
the loyal opposition quiet for just so long.  Because eventually, like it always 
does, the truth will emerge.  And when it does, this house of cards, built of deceit, 
will fall. 



 
You know, the story of Adam and Eve has always bothered me, but not because 
of the implicit message.  Even as a child I had trouble with it.  It’s a set up !   
 
Anytime a story begins with the words, “Don’t eat the fruit.” or “Don’t open the 
box.”  Or “Feel free to wander anywhere in the house only stay out of the room at 
the top of the stairs” -- you know what’s going to happen. . . . .  If not, there’s no 
story.  
So, if God didn’t want them to eat of the fruit, then why make the fruit ? And why 
put it in the garden for heaven’s sake?   
 
And when they DO eat of the fruit, it’s bothersome that God comes down so hard 
on them.   
 
Worse than that ---  is the name of the fruit : "The fruit of the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil." 
 
What’s up with that ??  How can you be a moral person if you don’t know right 
from wrong, or good from bad ?? 
 
Further, the Adam and Eve story seems to be saying that if you make one 
mistake God won’t love you. 
 
Kinda crazy.  But, you know, we sometimes operate as if we believed that. 
 
Let me give you an example:  You go out with someone on a date and if you find 
yourself really liking them, what do you do? You behave impeccably. You don’t 
want them to see you’re shadow side too soon. 
 
So you try to be perfect . . . for fear that if they find out you aren’t perfect they 
might not love you. 
 
When we become parents we are tempted to want our children to think we are 
perfect. We are tempted to have them believe that we didn’t make any big 
mistakes when we were their age. 
  
But that’s silly, because if they come to believe this they will feel like terrible 
failures because they know that they themselves are anything but perfect. 
 
Fortunately the Bible is good on this one.  The people in it are mostly anything 
but perfect.  Abraham mistreated both of the women he lived with.  He even 
pretended one of them wasn’t even his wife in order to save his own skin.  
Pharaoh called him on it, and he was mightily embarrassed  . . .and then he did it 
. . .again.   
 



Isaac, Rebecca, Jacob, all played favorites with their children and made total 
messes of their lives.  Then there is King David, who had an affair with another 
man’s wife, tried to cover it up, and then had the husband killed in a final attempt 
at cover up. 
 
Yes, and these are the Bible’s good guys! 
 
So, the Bible teaches that you can be an awfully good, awfully spiritual person 
without being perfect.  You can be a wonderful parent without being perfect. 
 
And our kids do best when they find out we aren’t perfect and never were;   
that we struggled just like they do. 
 
As Nadia Bolz-Weber has said, “Never once did Jesus scan the room for the best 
example of  holy living and send that person out to tell others about him. He 
always sent stumblers and sinners. I find that comforting.”  
 
So, what is Adam and Eve really about? 
 
I like what Rabbi Harold Kushner says in his book, HOW GOOD DO WE HAVE 
TO BE? 
 
Adam and Eve is NOT a story about how people are punished forever for making 
one mistake.  Nor is it a warning to the effect that, if you make a mistake God will 
drop you.  Neither is it a story about a God who demands the impossible from 
people and then punishes them for not doing the impossible. 
 
What the Adam and Eve story is, says Kushner, is the Biblical account of human 
evolution.  It’s about how human beings rose above the level of the animal and 
acquired a conscience.   That’s what the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 
is, after all.    Adam and Eve discover their conscience and then discover how 
inordinately complicated life then becomes.   
 
What’s the first thing that happens after they eat the fruit?  They discover that 
they are naked and they become ashamed.  But who in the wide-world can see 
them?  It’s absurd, unless you realize that what it really means is that they have 
become self-conscious – morally accountable. 
 
And what does God expect from them ? Perfection?  No, integrity; that they will 
give it their best shot.  That they will come to God with all they are and not hide. 
   
A little later in Genesis God says to Abraham,  “Come before me and be tamimm 
meaning, whole, complete, hiding nothing.   
 
Come with all your desires;  those you are proud of and those that even make 
you blush.  It’s okay, just be you, says God. 



 
You know, God is very good to Adam and Eve when they own up to everything.  
They don’t go back to paradise -- because paradise without self-knowledge is 
just Disneyland.  It’s not real.  No, God helps them make a new life.  God even 
sews clothes for them.  
 
And so we see the value of the forbearance Paul urges us to live by in the 
scripture we read today. 
 
My friends, if anyone is detected in a transgression, you who have received the 
Spirit should restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness.  Bear one another’s 
burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ. (Gal. 6:1 ) 
 
Forbearance.  It’s necessary, because the world just gets more complicated all 
the time and when we don’t have it, some odd people think unspeakable actions 
like Wednesday’s are a good idea.   
 
In the face of that, I’d like to offer up a model we may have forgotten.  Gregory 
Peck . . .  The movie he will always be most remembered for is, of course,  TO 
KILL A MOCKINGBIRD.  It is a film about race, yes, but it is also about the 
blindness familiarity breeds even in our families sometimes.  So, it’s a good one 
for us to look at on Father’s Day. I’ve spoken of this in another context before, so 
please forgive me for referring to some of this material again.   
 
Remember the film begins with single father, Atticus, being demeaned by his 
young son, Jem, who is angry that his middle-aged father refuses to play football 
for the Methodists. Jem's anger and his father's insistence that a middle-aged 
man should act his age sets up the whole story that follows.  Before Harper Lee's 
novel is done we learn what a real man is and what he is not.  And we learn what 
courage is and what it is not.   
 
In a section of the novel NOT filmed for the movie, Atticus insists on taking his 
son Jem to see Miss. Dubose who is dying of cancer.  Jem is incredulous  She 
has been his father's most bitter critic.  She is the most outspoken opponent of 
his championing the rights of black people in their Southern community.  Atticus 
explains that her battle with cancer has gone on for years, at one point she had 
become addicted to morphine, but near her own end she was determined to free 
herself from that dependency. 
 
After her death Atticus explains to Jem why he took him there to see her.  He 
says, "I wanted you to see what real courage is, instead of getting the idea that 
courage is a man with a gun in his hand.  It's when you know your licked before 
you begin, but you begin anyway and you see it through no matter what.  You 
rarely win, but sometimes you do.  Mrs. Dubose won, all 98 pounds of her.  
According to her views, she died beholden to nothing and nobody.  She was the 
bravest person I ever knew."  



 
Remember that the central to the conflict of the film is Atticus, a small town 
lawyer, taking on the case of a black man, Tom Robinson, who is accused of 
raping a white woman, a perilous assignment in 1930s Alabama where the story 
is set.  He argues the case brilliantly, demolishing the prosecution, and finally 
pleads with all 12 white men in the jury to “do your duty.”   And then he loses, 
because it's 1930s Alabama.  As he leaves the courtroom in defeat only the 
representatives of the black community relegated to the other side of the tracks 
in town and the hot balcony above the courtroom, remain.   
 
Interestingly, Atticus’s children, Jem and Scout, have watched the trial from up  
there.  As Atticus leaves the courtroom all the black people, without a word, 
stand up out of respect.  In the climactic moment of the film the black preacher, 
at whose feet Atticus’ daughter, Scout, is sitting, whispers a command to her.  
"Miss Jean Louise, stand up. Your father is passin’.  It takes my breath away 
every time.  
 
Richard Corliss wrote an amazing piece about Gregory Peck for TIME magazine 
when the actor died. At one point he quotes Atticus Finch:  “You never really 
understand a person until you climb into his skin and walk around in it.” 
 
Tolerance ripening into empathy; that was Peck’s gift in playing so elevated a 
species of American, the man of strength and compassion.  
Today that species is more endangered; it has nearly vanished.  But it flourished 
for most of the actor’s half-century on screen, when Americans prided 
themselves on their fellow feeling for the downtrodden and their ability to uplift 
the races. Gregory Peck showed us how a strong man could also be a gentle 
man.  -- something totally out of fashion in America today.   
 
The father of the woman who had claimed to be raped by the black man in TO 
KILL A MOCKINGBIRD meets Atticus Finch after the trial and asks, “What kind 
of white man would defend a black man (except he doesn't use the words black 
man).  Then he spits in Atticus’ face.  Then, with a ferocious dignity, Atticus takes 
out a handkerchief and wipes his own face and walks away, a victor in not 
fighting back.  He had taken Jesus’ injunction about turning the other cheek 
literally.   
 
On hearing of Peck's death Harper Lee, the author of TO KILL A MOCKING 
BIRD, gave Gregory Peck the ultimate tribute.  She said, "Gregory Peck was a 
beautiful man.  Atticus Finch gave him the opportunity to play himself.” 
 
AFI (the American Film Institute) voted Gregory Peck's Atticus Finch the single 
most  important hero in American film history.  Gregory Peck lived just long 
enough to see that happen.  What a way to go out.  What a legacy -- for my 
money, the greatest father-figure in all of literature.   
 



Richard Corliss finished his essay for TIME magazine with these words:  But who 
will play the Gregory Peck hero now that noble is for wimps and the best place to 
find integrity is in Webster’s?  The masculine delicacy that Peck represented is 
gone from films; no star has filled his mold.  Movie actors don’t have the voice or 
the posture or the temperament for it.  Maybe America can’t believe in it.  To 
cherish Peck is to admit nostalgia for an era when popular and political culture 
could champion humanist ideals without smirking.  If our time were not so 
facetious, so often corrupt, that time – and this man – would not seem so 
precious. America, stand up, Gregory Peck has passed on. 
 
Yes he has, and we have never needed his like more than now.  So, Happy 
Father’s Day.   
 
 
Amen 


