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 I try to remain calm and focused, but I admit the challenges of 2021 often feel 

overwhelming to me. The earth's climate is changing in terrible, deadly ways. Some of our 

leaders are chipping away at the norms and institutions of our democracy. We are in the middle 

of the fourth, deadly wave of the pandemic.  

 Sometimes I feel a bit overwhelmed. Perhaps this is true for you as well.  

 When I feel overwhelmed, I ask myself a question. Where should I focus my energies? 

Should I become more engaged in activities to promote democracy? Probably. Should I change 

my behaviors to reduce the speed of climate change? Certainly. What should I be doing to 

resolve long-standing problems of racial and economic injustice in America? And what is the 

best response to the dangers of the pandemic? What should I do first?  

 Sometimes I feel a bit overwhelmed. Jesus gives us guidance about where we should 

begin. Begin by doing interior work. Begin by being reflective about yourself and your life.  

 The Pharisees and the scribes came to Jesus and asked him, “Why do your disciples 

not live according to the tradition of the elders, but eat with defiled hands?” He said to 

them, “Isaiah prophesied rightly about you hypocrites, as it is written, ‘This people honors 

me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.' Then Jesus said, 'it is from within, from 

the human heart, that evil intentions come.' 

 We begin by examining what is in our hearts. We begin by examining our 

motivations. Are we afraid? Fear can lead us away from God's goodness. Are we angry? 

Anger can lead us away from God. Are we ashamed, or jealous, or bitter? These can lead us 

away from God's goodness. 

 So we begin by examining what is in our hearts. We begin by examining our 

intentions. This is difficult work. We don't like to admit to ourselves that we are afraid, that 

we are angry, that we are ashamed or jealous or bitter. The first step for you and for me is 

to recognize these feelings in ourselves and to name them.  

 During the time in my life when I was most overwhelmed, I spent the first ten or 

twenty minutes of every day, sitting in my chair, drinking a cup of tea and writing in a 

journal. Each day I would write what I was afraid of, and what I was angry about. This is 

how I survived the worst time of my life. 

 It helped to write the feelings down. When I wrote them down on paper, they looked 

smaller, more manageable. Even more important, writing down my fears and my reasons 

for anger forced me to do something else. I was forced to ask myself, "What are you afraid 

of? What are you angry about today?" 

 Jesus says, it is from within, from the human heart, that evil intentions come. It is 

quite possible the people Jesus was talking to had evil intentions in their hearts. Some 

people do have evil intentions in their hearts.  

 I'm not sure that the word 'evil' is the most helpful language for you. When you 

examine what is in your heart, you may not find much of what Jesus describes as 'evil 

intentions', but you may find plenty of fear, anger, bitterness, jealously and shame. We need 

to examine our fears, anger, bitterness and shame because they can lead us to evil actions. 



 It is especially important for us to be examining ourselves for feelings of fear, anger, 

bitterness and jealousy in 2021. In recent years, as in many times in the past, some of our 

political leaders and more than one large media corporation are deliberately attempting to 

increase our feelings of fear, anger, bitterness and jealousy. They are doing this in order to 

manipulate people at the most basic level, the level of strong emotions. That is the kind of 

thing Jesus is talking about when he uses the phrase 'evil intentions'. It is evil to manipulate 

other people by increasing their feelings of fear, anger, jealousy and anxiety. 

 You and I probably have a different issue, but Jesus' guidance holds true for us as 

well. Begin by examining what is inside. When we examine our feelings and intentions we 

can put the bitterness, jealousy, fear and anger in perspective. We can examine them. After 

we have identified and examined them, we can set them aside. 

 This is important work, because our lives can become filled with fear, or anger, or 

bitterness. When our hearts and minds are filled with these negative emotions, there isn't 

much room for God. When we set aside jealousy, fear, anger and bitterness we make space 

in our lives for something better, stronger, wiser and longer lasting. We make space in our 

lives for God to work through us. When we are working alongside God, we have the 

strength, wisdom and patience to address some of the needs we see in the world. When we 

are working alongside God, we understand that caring for this planet, supporting 

democracy and human rights, and working to end racism are God's work; we are working 

alongside God. 

 Sometimes we feel isolated and alone in our struggle. But we are not alone. God is in 

the struggle. God is seeking us, and supporting us, as we are engaged in the struggle. We 

don't always feel God's presence beside us. 

 In one of his books, Bishop Desmond Tutu tells a story of what it was like to be 

fighting against the apartheid system in South Africa in the 1970s and 80s. For decades it 

seemed like there was no progress in the struggle for racial and economic equality. Bishop 

Tutu tells of a prayer they would pray, when it seemed the struggle would never be over. 

"Dear God, we know you are here beside us, struggling with us. Could you please make it a 

little more obvious?" Eventually Desmond Tutu and his people succeeded in their struggle, 

and the systematic oppression and division of white and black South Africans was ended.  

 Do not be discouraged. God is seeking you. God seeks to dwell within you. God 

seeks to work beside you. 

 This is the message of the Song of Songs: The voice of my beloved! Look, he comes, 

leaping upon the mountains, bounding over the hills. My beloved is like a gazelle or a 

young stag. Look, there he stands behind our wall, gazing in at the windows, looking 

through the lattice. 

 My beloved Lord speaks and says to me: "Arise, my love, my fair one, and come 

away." Let us engage the struggle together. 

 Our fear, anger and shame grow stronger in us when we feel we are alone. But we 

are not alone. God says, "Fear not, I am with thee. Be not afraid." God says, "Arise, my 

love, my fair one, and come away. We will do this work together." 
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