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The Third Sunday after Pentecost, June 10, 2018 
Said Mass 
By the Reverend James Ross Smith 
Year B, Proper 5:Genesis 3:1–24; Psalm 130; 2 Corinthians 4:13–18;  
Mark 3:7–15, 19b–35 

 
On Thursday evening, I attended a party and met a 
woman who works as a psychiatric nurse here in New 
York. She also serves as an adjunct professor at a well-
known local nursing college. We hit it off immediately 
and had a really interesting conversation. She told me 
that she mostly works with patients who are struggling 
with various forms of addiction, and addiction 
medicine is the subject that she teaches. That 
interested me immediately, not least because we host a 
number of twelve-step meetings here at Saint Mary’s, 
and because addiction to opioids has become such a 
pressing problem in many parts of the United States, 
and I’ve long felt that it would be good for me to 
know about that issue. We ended talking about 
addiction, about twelve-step spirituality, about 
becoming sober, about relapsing, and about starting 
over—“one day at a time,” as they say. And we also 
talked about evil. It was she who first used that word. 
And it surprised me to hear a professor and a clinician 
use it. I hastened to ask her what she meant. She 
assured me that she didn’t believe that those who are 
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addicted are evil—she herself lives with and struggles 
with a form of addiction—rather, she said, there is 
something evil in the way that addiction enslaves 
people and distorts their lives. 
 
The phrase “something evil.” Many of us these days 
struggle to find a way to talk about evil. Many of us are 
able to listen to today’s readings and hear the truth in 
them, but we feel less comfortable talking about evil in 
quite the same way as the readings do—as a beguiling 
serpent, as Satan, Beelzebul, or as the prince of 
demons. I feel that, in a way, such names and such 
images can actually minimize the reality of evil—we put 
such images in movies or in commercials. We make 
devil costumes for Halloween or create devil emojis 
for our e-mail, and all of that can make us feel that evil 
is something that we can cut down to size, or fix 
easily, all by on our own. Evil becomes “wickedness” 
and wickedness becomes cute, as if it were all as 
simple and easy as eating that second piece of 
chocolate cake behind our spouse’s back. But evil is 
something greater than that, isn’t it? Evil isn’t cute. 
Evil is more than just being naughty. Evil is 
murderous. Evil feeds on death and rejoices in death. 
Evil is slippery. It hates the truth. Evil is a shape 
shifter. It’s no wonder that evil has so many names 



 - 3 -  

and takes on so many forms in our sacred texts. It 
doesn’t like to be seen for what it is. It likes to deceive. 
It likes to seduce. No wonder Jesus calls Satan “the 
father of lies.”1 
 
In the last few days, I’ve thought a lot about my 
conversation with that nursing professor. She wasn’t 
afraid to talk about evil as real and as a force. It’s 
important to insist on and underscore the following: 
Addicts are not evil. They, like all of us here today, 
whether we consider ourselves to be “addicts” or not, 
sometimes commit sins. But the issue of evil 
transcends the issue of my sins, or yours, or those of 
any single person. Evil exists: for instance, as one 
example among many, who among us can deny the 
murderous results of the drug trade for the people of 
Mexico—or the people of the United States? 
 
So, evil is a force. Evil has power. It’s not surprising 
that today Jesus talks about evil, about Satan, in terms 
of power—he uses words like “cast out,” “kingdom,” 
“divided,” “rising up,” “plunder,” “binding up.” Jesus 
acknowledges the reality of evil and its power. The 
stories about Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness at the 

                                                 
1 John 8:44. 
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beginning of his ministry tell us this right from the 
start.2 And those temptation stories point to one of 
the terrible things about evil: evil is able to take good 
things and turn them into bad. Political power when 
used to help, heal, and serve the common good is a 
good thing. Political power used selfishly, for self-
aggrandizement, or to sow division is not a good thing. 
The persistence of political corruption across time and 
cultures and nations helps me to believe that evil is a 
force, what the Bible sometimes calls “the powers and 
the principalities.”3 
 
The seductive power of evil has an amazing ability to 
take that which is good and turn it into evil. The ability 
of researchers, scientists, and clinicians to reduce or 
stop pain is an incredible accomplishment. It is 
something good. But evil distorts it and inspires its 
misuse. As it does with so many things in life. 
Legitimate desires for success, achievement, intimacy, 
knowledge, sustenance, relaxation, laughter, and joy 
can all be distorted and turned into something that 
brings, not life, but death. 
 

                                                 
2 Matthew 4:1–11; Mark 1:12–13; Luke 4:1–13. 
3 E.g., Ephesians 6:12. 
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Our readings today draw a line, a boundary, a barrier 
between the goodness of God and the power of evil. 
God’s garden excludes evil. In Jesus’ parable, there is 
no slipperiness, there are no half-way measures, no 
compromises—God’s kingdom, God’s reign, God’s 
dominion stands against the power and force of evil. 
And that, perhaps, makes us anxious, because we are, 
after all, not God. We are human. We are only human. 
Sometimes when we go into the desert we don’t do as 
well as Jesus did. We surrender to temptation. We are 
deluded or seduced or overcome. But that is why the 
biblical story is so powerful, isn’t it? God knows our 
weakness. And God still loves us. God wants to bring 
us back into the Garden. And he knows we can’t get 
there by ourselves. And so, he sends a Son, who is the 
antithesis of evil. He sends a Son, who is way and 
truth and life, and who is on our side.4 He sends a 
Holy Spirit who is able to prick our consciences and 
urge us to choose life and not death and gives us grace 
to make that choice. He plants the divine image in 
each human heart and mind and soul, so that we are 
able to recognize goodness when we see it and feel it 
when we do it. And, in the end, God asks his Son to 
confront the powers of evil and death, and to die 

                                                 
4 John 14:6. 



 - 6 -  

himself on a cross. And he does this to show that evil 
and death are not more powerful than the power of 
God. And he does this to show us that we are not 
alone. He is with us in the struggle. He is with us to 
show us a better way. And so we come here today, 
once again, to remember Jesus’ death and to recall 
Jesus’ victory, a victory that, remarkably, he shares 
with us, though we are not perfect, and are often 
weak, a victory made present for us in the Bread and 
the Wine, such good and simple things, reminding us 
that the power of evil, in the end, is not able to defeat 
the power of God. 
 

 In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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