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Almighty and everlasting God…Pour upon us the abundance of your mercy, 
forgiving us those things of which our conscience is afraid 

                                                                                                   from the Collect of the Day 
 

…for God did not give us a spirit of cowardice, but rather a spirit of power and of 
love and of self-discipline 

                                                                                 from Paul’s Second Letter to Timothy 
 
 
 

 It’s hard for me to believe, and even harder to accept, that in 4 days my 

son, our baby, will be 36 years old.  I just couldn’t be old enough to have a child 

that old.  Why, at that age, I was a grown adult.  How did my children age so 

quickly and I stayed so young?  In growing up, he liked for us to arm wrestle.  

When he was quite young I would frequently let him win.  But not after his beard 

became heavier than mine.  Up until his late teens I would always win.  I had him 

by 40 to 50 pounds and I would slyly recruit that weight advantage and lean into 

it.  But the day of reckoning finally arrived.  I was well past my 50th birthday, the 

age at which they tell you that your muscle mass and those masculine hormones 

are well into decline.  He sensed victory, so he once again issued the challenge.  It 

was a grueling prolonged stand-off.  Opposing isometric forces caused lots of 
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shaking and quivering in our arms, more in mine that his. But somehow that day, 

because I think my male pride exceeded his by a nanobit, I was eventually able to 

overcome.  His arm finally hit the table, mine over his in the superior position.  

But that was enough evidence for him to know he had me on the run.  And I knew 

it too. It wasn’t long before the challenge was issued again.  I tried as hard as I 

possibly could but it had been just long enough for my physiology to continue its 

decline and his to accelerate. Ah youth.  Why is it wasted on the young?  He 

overpowered me.  It’s well known in male circles of the animal kingdom that once 

the young buck prevails, it’s time to put the old guy out to pasture.  That’s when 

we buy the red sports car and look into hair transplants.  And that’s when our 

wives tell us, “Honey, everything will be OK, but the gutters still need to be 

cleaned out.”   

 “For God did not give us a spirit of cowardice, but rather a spirit of 

power…”  That’s fine, but that spirit of power did not aid my biceps that fateful 

day.  When we face power, those forces in life that can aid and help us or that 

attempt to gain control over us to make us do their bidding, we have a choice to 

make.  We can straightaway quietly acquiesce, submit to the power, and accept 

the consequences.  Or we can attempt to negotiate a different settlement in 

hopes that perhaps a compromise might engender an acceptable result to both 
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parties, and then live with those consequences.  Or, thirdly, we can stand firm 

against perhaps superior odds, refuse and rebut, and suffer those consequences.  

That my brothers and sisters is the way of the world, and the Church. 

 Then how should we respond?  Is the first option—submitting to 

unwelcomed power without opposition—cowardice, duty, or peacemaking?   Are 

we indeed sometimes called by our better judgment to roll over and play dead?  

Or has God given us power to do the right thing as we see it?  “Almighty and 

everlasting God…Pour upon us the abundance of your mercy, forgiving us those 

things of which our conscience is afraid.”   Are we given power to speak truth to 

the powerful?  Is that being bullheaded or self-centered?  Might the answer to 

that question depend on our motives and the morality and the ethics of our goal?  

“…for God did not give us a spirit of cowardice, but rather a spirit of power and of 

love and of self-discipline.”  Love and self-discipline.  Maybe that is what 

separates self-centeredness from the goodness of speaking the truth as we see it.  

I think we are talking here about advocacy, the encouragement or promotion of 

what we think and feel to be right, even in the face of opposing power.  But risky 

business that advocacy matter—promoting peace and justice, respecting 

diversity, speaking out for environmental stewardship, helping the poor and alien 

in our land.  Sometimes you win and sometimes you lose.  Tragedy strikes when 
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there are no winners, when everyone loses.  But wouldn’t our consciences never 

forgive us if we chickened out?  “For God did not give us a spirit of cowardice, but 

rather a spirit of power and of love…”  

 The power of love.  Paul in his letter to his friend Timothy advocates for 

that.  How should we characterize this love?  What did Paul mean by it?  Could it 

mean that we advocate for the common good and not only for own self-interest, 

yet all the while realizing that we need to nurture ourselves so that our own wells 

don’t run dry?   Love.  Deeply caring for God and our neighbor as we read in 

Leviticus, Matthew, and Mark.  And to quote from the 20th century theologian 

Richard Niebuhr, “Who finally is my neighbor, the companion whom I am 

commanded to love as myself…?  He is man and he is angel and he is animal and 

inorganic being, all that participates in being.”  We are called to love and advocate 

for the entire created order, including but not limited to human beings. Our 

advocacy needs to be limitless.  And that implies loving oneself.  But we must be 

careful that self-love does not take front and center stage.  It is only one of the 

cast of characters in community with all the rest.  This is where the power of self-

discipline spoken by Paul comes into play.   
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 Finally, Paul knew firsthand what it meant to make use of God’s power and 

to be an advocate for love.  As he says in today’s appointed Epistle, “For this 

gospel I was appointed a herald and an apostle and a teacher, and for this reason 

I suffer as I do.”  Paul knew that advocacy and speaking truth to the powerful 

often bring suffering.  Like our Lord, he was martyred for being passionate about 

love and activism.  Are we being called to advocacy, to an activism of love and 

self-discipline, not just spoken and professed, but lived out in daily life?  If so, let’s 

get off our duffs and do something about it.  What might that look like?  We 

won’t really know until we get started.   But this we do know, there will be 

consequences.      AMEN 


