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February 23, 2014 

 

Some of you know that one of my more enjoyable pastimes is that I like to 

grow orchids.  I’m sure that a lot of that enjoyment is a result of the fact that my 

parents owned a flower shop all of the years that I was growing up.  Being a florist 

in a small town in Montana in the 1960’s and 70’s, however, was quite a different 

kind of experience from much of the floral industry around Santa Barbara today.  

The types of flowers available commercially back then were far less than what 

you’d find these days.  For cut flowers, we were pretty much limited to roses, and 

carnations, and chrysanthemum, and daisies – and seasonally we’d get in things 

like tulips or daffodils or irises or sunflowers.  And, of course, nothing was grown 

locally.  Everything got shipped in by truck, or train, or bus, or occasionally even 

by air.  And flowers like orchids were a rare commodity, indeed – expensive, and 

elegant, and extravagant. 

 

Nowadays, orchids have become an everyday floral option, sometimes even 

more readily available than other flowers in stores like Costco, and Trader Joe’s, 

and Vons.  So maybe it is a throwback to my younger days, but I can’t allow 

myself to throw away an orchid plant once it has finished its lovely blooming 

cycle.  So, at both my apartment here in Santa Barbara and at my house in 

Altadena, I have all of these pots of struggling little green-leafed plants with nary a 

blossom on them.  But every so often, one of them sends up a little stem, which 

grows and grows and grows, until at the end emerges a most lovely sight.  And 

those occasional blooms make all of the tending of the boring little green plants 

worth all of the effort. 
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Over New Year’s, I was gone from Santa Barbara for almost two weeks, and 

so I carefully arranged my orchids on the floor near my sliding glass door with 

sufficient water and plenty of sunlight to cover my absence.  What I hadn’t counted 

on was that, even though it was the dead of winter, the sunlight streaming in each 

day was still way too harsh.  So when I returned, all of the plants were severely 

sunburned, and about half of them were toasted beyond the point of no return.  I 

tried my best, but no amount of careful nursing was going to bring them back.  

And so, this week I went through the orchids, repotting those which might still 

have a chance at survival, and throwing the rest of them away.  I had gotten lazy, I 

suppose, and took for granted that the good stuff I had going would just sort of take 

care of itself with little tending on my behalf.  And while I suffered the 

consequences of my inattention, my orchid plants suffered far worse than I. 

 

Doing work like gardening – even it is just tending the little cache of orchid 

plants I have at my apartment – is a great technique for allowing me to ponder the 

scripture lessons on the weeks when I am scheduled to preach.  So I found myself 

these past few days, amidst the pots and plants and potting mixture, musing over 

those bible texts we just heard while I set about the business of caring for my little 

green friends who I had so mistreated just a few weeks earlier.  And I came to the 

awareness that, at least for me, caring for orchids has a whole lot in common with 

living the Christian life. 

 

Some of you may know the name Ron Popeil.  Mr. Popeil is one of the most 

successful American inventors and marketing strategists alive today.  His 

company, Ronco, appropriately named after himself, has raked in over $2 billion 

primarily through direct marketing sales (more commonly known as 

“infomercials”).  And one of Ronco’s most popular products is the Showtime 
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Rotisserie, which (if you’ve ever seen one of these fine devices) is always 

promoted with the catchphrase, “Set it and forget it.”  Well, “set it and forget it” 

may describe an approach to culinary excellence in the kitchen of Ron Popeil.  But 

“set it and forget it” doesn’t work either with cultivating orchids or with cultivating 

the Christian life. 

 

In fact, as today’s readings indicate, just the opposite seems to be the case.  

In our first reading from the Book of Leviticus, God gives to Moses what sounds 

almost like a laundry list of “do’s and don’ts” for living in community.  “When 

you harvest, always leave some of the crop behind in the field.  Don’t steal.  Don’t 

cheat.  Don’t lie.  Don’t swear.  Don’t hold back wages from your workers.  Don’t 

discriminate against the handicapped.  Treat everyone fairly.  Don’t be a hater.  

Love everybody.”  That’s quite the list, isn’t it?  And why do all those things?  

Because, according to the text, it is the responsibility of the community of 

believers to pattern their lives after God.  “Be holy,” God says, “for I the Lord your 

God am holy.”  The faithful life, then, is a life of imitation.  Pattern your life after 

God’s life.  Pattern your behaviors after God’s behaviors.  Pattern your priorities 

after God’s priorities. 

 

In our epistle reading this morning, Paul continues that theme of ongoing 

responsibility in his letter to the church at Corinth.  Using the metaphor of a 

building to describe the church in Corinth which he had founded, he describes 

himself as the master builder who laid the foundation.  Then others came along to 

continue that work.  And yet, it is clear to Paul that the construction project is not 

yet complete.  “Each builder,” he goes on to say, “must choose with care how to 

build on it.”  For Paul, the message about this house of God – this community of 
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the faithful – is clear:  None of us gets to just live in the house.  All of us have to 

share in the work of building it, because the job is not finished yet. 

 

That same theme continues even into our gospel reading.  Much like God’s 

directives to Moses in Leviticus, Jesus is unabashed about saying that what you 

believe has to have an action-able content.  We can’t just “rely” on our faith… we 

have to “act” on our faith… you can’t just “set it and forget it” if it is to have any 

real meaning.  I think that the implications of Jesus’ words in today’s gospel are 

particularly challenging for us 21
st
 century believers.  You’ve probably heard the 

expression, when a person does something fairly remarkable, “That was a real act 

of faith.”  As far as Jesus is concerned, every act has to be an act of faith if it is to 

have much meaning in life… not just the extraordinary ones, but the actions we 

take every day of our lives.  What makes being a Christian in any way different for 

you than simply being a good person?  How does your faith not only inform your 

actions, but direct them?  Or, as the old adage goes:  “If you were brought into 

court and charged with being a Christian, would there be enough evidence to 

convict you?”  Is there anything radical, anything counter-cultural, anything 

“exceptional – as in, ‘what makes you the exception to the rule’” about the way 

you live your life, which proclaims to the world, “I live this way because I am a 

follower of Jesus Christ”?   

 

And just as your faith informs your actions, I believe the converse is also 

true… that your actions impact your faith.  There’s an old axiom in the world of 

Alcoholics Anonymous that says, “You can’t think your way into a new way of 

acting.  You have to act your way into a new way of thinking.  In other words, if 

you find yourself within the grip of alcohol, you can’t simply make the mental 

decision to stop drinking, and your body will follow along.  Rather, you have to 
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change your behavior – often by surrounding yourself with other people who are 

actively changing their behavior – until your brain finally catches up.  You act your 

way into a new way of thinking.  The same is true, often, in your faith life.  Do you 

want to deepen your faith – your relationship with God?  One way to do that is to 

pattern your behaviors so that you find yourself surrounded by God’s goodness in 

ways you might not otherwise ever have imagined.  Today’s lessons provide a 

primer, of sorts, for the kinds of actions you might take, which (if done with 

deliberation, and thoughtfulness, and intentionality) will change not only the way 

you look at the world, but also the way in which you look at God. 

 

Quite a few years ago now, a friend gave me a copy of a book of prayers 

entitled, “God is a Verb.”  It is a reminder that our relationship with God is neither 

passive nor theoretical, but rather something which gets lived out every day in our 

interactions with those around us.  Faith is not simply an abstract concept.  Faith is 

not something we “have.”  Faith is something we “do.” 

 

Do our actions matter to God?  Of course they do.  Does who we vote for… 

or whether we choose to water our lawn or golf courses during a drought… or what 

kind of light bulbs we use… or how we engage the homeless person standing with 

a sign asking for spare change at the intersection… or whether the car we drive 

gets 15 or 45 miles to the gallon… or what our response to the violence this past 

week in the Ukraine should be… or if marijuana should be legalized… or whether 

we hire the day laborer standing in the parking lot at Home Depot… do those 

things matter to God?  You bet they do. 

 

Pretty much every time we gather to worship as Episcopalians, a part of our 

liturgy involves saying together the Lord’s Prayer, just as we will do here this 
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morning toward the end of our Eucharistic prayer.  For me, some of the most 

hopeful – and some of the most difficult – words in that prayer are, “thy kingdom 

come, thy will be done.”    Faith in Jesus doesn’t mean that we get to escape the 

challenges of the world in which we live.  In fact, it means just the opposite – that 

we are to charge headlong into those challenges, armed with nothing but the 

assurance that, as we pray “thy kingdom come, thy will be done”, God will also 

give us the resources to bring about that kingdom. 

 

Our scripture passages this morning began in the very first sentence from 

our Old Testament lesson with the words, “Be holy, for I the Lord your God am 

holy”, and ended with the closing words from our Gospel lesson, “Be perfect, 

therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”  Between those two commands – to 

be holy and to be perfect – which are seemingly impossible to fulfill, the writers of 

today’s lessons translate those concepts into real life actions which lie at the heart 

of living the Christian life.  On this day when we gather as God’s holy people – 

this unique expression of all the saints which is All Saints Episcopal Church – 

those words ring especially true for us today.  For Santa Barbara, for this whole 

region of the central coast, for this whole world into which God has placed us, 

God’s invitation calls to each of us:  “Be holy… be perfect… be the people God 

has created you to be.” 

 

Amen. 

 


