St. Sarkis Armenian Church — 4th Sunday after Pentecost — 07-02-17
Isaiah 1:21-31
Romans 7:25-8:11
Matthew 12:38-45

Swuntil Zop kL Npning b Znginjtt Uppny. wdk:

Uju jupnduijhg wphnwphhi Uy, kppldi ndnuwp Ypyuy 8huniuh
wirbnwpuwihtt hwwnwy: G wyny wupwqubkpniu dky, judwu Yp
hwpgublp pt n'1p bu ngmib hhdw, n] Uunniws: 8wdwiu, dkip
Uuwnniws §p thnpdkip, wwhwbgkiny «Gpk hpuljwi ku, wuhlju ud
wwnhljw ppk nputugh Yupbimg hwiwnuwy phghy: B bpt Uunnuws
uyn puttip splik, Ukp dhiske huly Yp Yupskup np hpuljut Uunniws
suy b pk UEup wpwtidht L woquuljut Yp qununthtp Ukp ndniwp

wwpwquubkpnit nhdwg:
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Ujuonniwy wrknwpwin Yp wuwwndk pk thuphubkghuubpp
wwhwiiokghtt 8huntukh dwutunp plikhp dp: Cuhtt 8huniuhl pt
«Jwpruuk n, byw 't Up Yniqkip nkuliky phquty: 8huntup
wunwuuwbp pun hknwppppuiljwi k: 8huniu puwe «Qup b
otiwugnn ubkpniunp wowt Yp puugpk: Niphs towh whwh stapnih wnp,
puyg Uhuyt 3nduwtt dwpqupkht towtp: Apnyhbkwnbe hisyku 8nduwt
Utiug ki dmlyhtn thnpht Uk kpkp op nt tplip qhotip, wytiytu
Uwpnnt Npnhtt whwnh diwg kpliph uhpinhi dke tpkp op b kpkip
qhotip:» (Uuwngpe 12:39-40)

duphukghttpp skht hwuljgws np wdkl Uk wud np Shuniu pdoljus

Ep Br wdkt dEY swip hnghti np 8huniu hwtwg kp, wpnkt tpwbukp
thit' 8nuwih tywhikpl thi, YEuwpup pwsh ipwkpt b
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Utkup Jwtntwbwlnsttp jpwsp unipp tpwt: Udkt whqud np «UdEh.
wybnthws | kpghlp, Ypublp <ipwbiut, unipp fowshiu b unipp
wibnwpwbwiu bt winipu punphhy»: vwsp L wibnwpwip B
opniwl punphp, mwppkp wpunuwyuynniphiuutp tu kY upwbstih
hpwljwuniptwt: Ujny hpwjuwuniphiut £ np wppawphp thplnibgut
tpp S8huntu juwsht pupdpugut, dwhp Ynjuljnintg, bt Uuwnnidng
pdolyniphit phput yhpuwinpniws wouwphp: Uju dwutiwinp
tpwltikpp qnp thwphubghtubpp punpkght b dkup ntn 4p tgpiup
tpphdi, nshis putikp Eu wju wdtuwdks tpwihy pny wjuhliph
thpyniphwl towlhl pny, gnp dkip Yunwiwbp 8huniuh unipp
hawsktl: Phptiu dkup yhwnh thwihwgbhtp nipho wowbbp nbuity
Uuwnnisdl, puyg kel pwsht junwpwsp &odwphn k, dkup niphy
nhik ipwlth whnp smbhip: fvwsp hiipp Yunwpbwy bpwl E:

Shuniu hwuljgut np Ubkp Jhwbpht pupwgpht, ndniwp §'ppuy wdku
wwnkl jhot) np fuwsny wdkh Juuuugqubpk thpyniws tup wpgku: Gpp
Junutquinp wwpwquh ndwg Yp gutnthup, ndntwp Ehwwnwg
pt fuwsp wdtu his Guypulkpuyk, phunnup qopniplwdp, Uuwnniéng
thwunwg hwudwnp:
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Mpbdtu npyku Lphunntbuwyubp dkup juwsh towtip pubny wkwnp k£
Upgwn dinwpbpkp Lphunnup ukpp: Uktp fawyp Yp ufubip dbp
yhqtu npykugh 8huntuh ukpp Udkp upinpt don yuwhbkup: Uktp Yp
fuwswmlupktp ukp dwpdhlip, npuytuqh jhokp pk Lphunnu dkqh tnp
Ytwbp nniun fuwsht dhgngui: B fuwyp §p Jupubp dbkp inub
wuwnbpkl npylugh jhoktp Guwgh twpquiptht juoupp ph uh’
tplushp npnyghtnbt Uunniws dkqh htun E: (Gu 41:10)

&odwphwn hwtwnwny unipp pwsht gopniptwip, Uktp wywhknpp

whwh sqquip niphy towt Up ppungplng 8huntutu Epp Ukp ndniwp
opkpp hwutht: @uphukghtpnt wku skup: Cunhwljunwlp, dkup

huwsp Uhown Ukp down Yp wwhkup, kL wyn tpwundp Yp
pwtwpwpnihp:

Nipkdl, wjuop Jumophu np Ukp Skpp Pp unipp juwsnp Ukq thplk

ponp Ubp dbnptpkh, B jhwbp vnwyy dkqh juthnbwi, hp wtthni

nnnpuniptwdpp:
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In today’s reading from St. Paul’s letter to the Romans, we hear about the
distinction between living in the flesh and living in the spirit. Paul
discusses how he finds himself serving the law of God with his mind but
serving the law of sin in his flesh. We hear this language a lot in the
letters of Paul, about the distinction between living in the flesh and living
in the spirit, about living a life according to God’s law vs living bound by
sin. We are so familiar with this language that we never tend to question
our understanding of these concepts: spirit, flesh, God’s will, sin. And
whether we realize it or not, our understanding of these basic terms has
been heavily influenced by Western Christianity in a way that isn’t
particularly helpful to us. I'd like to take some time this morning to
unpack one of these terms that we hear so often that most of us

fundamentally misunderstand.
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In much of Western Christianity, the concept of sin has taken on a very
different meaning than was understood in its original context. In the
West, we tend to understand sin this way. Imagine that we’ve just
bleached a piece of cloth so that it’s perfectly white. That’s what we’re like
when we’re born. And then, we begin to sin. And every time we sin, we
add a black spot onto this perfectly white cloth. Eventually, we’ve put
enough black spots on the cloth that we need to bleach it again: that’s
called confession. And we go through this cycle week after week, hoping
not to make the same mistakes but ultimately knowing that we’ll go

through this cycle over and over again.

And in the West, we tend to see sin as an arbitrary set of rules that God
creates to test our love for him. And so, our only motivation not to sin is
fear of God because we don’t want to end up in hell one day. This model
of sin, which in one way or another we’ve all been influenced by, is not a
particularly good motivator to avoid sinful behavior and ultimately, it

leaves us with a picture of a not-so loving God who’s just trying to trip us

up.
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Western Christianity also tends to begin with the starting point of original
sin. It assumes that humanity was meant to be good but, after Adam and
Eve sinned by eating the fruit, the fundamental starting point of our lives
became that we are at our core tainted and need to be washed of the stain

of original sin.

In the Armenian perspective, we tend to take a radically different
approach in our understanding of sin. We base our entire perspective on
the first account of sin found in the bible from the book of Genesis. God,
in his desire to make human beings in his image and likeness, made them
fundamentally, at their core, good. And that goodness, even after Adam
and Eve’s original sin, did not leave us at our core. The argument of the
Armenian Church is that even in the most extreme cases of people who
commit horrifically evil acts in this world, at their core, that image and
likeness of God’s goodness is still there, even despite that person’s hardest

attempts to reject it.
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By making us in his image and likeness, God not only made us
fundamentally good at our core, but he also endowed us with the capacity
to freely choose how to lead our lives. And naturally, those choices have
either positive or negative consequences. So God tells Adam and Eve in
the Garden that they can eat of any tree they would like except for the
tree in the middle, because if they choose to eat of it, a choice they are
freely able to make because of the gift of free will God gave them, if they
choose to eat of that particular tree, they will die. Many people misread
this story thinking that God says “if you eat of this tree, I'll kill you.” But
that’s not how the story goes. Death is simply the natural consequence
associated with the free choice Adam and Eve choose to make. Without
the capacity to choose evil, we wouldn’t really be free. Without the
capacity to reject God, we wouldn’t have the capacity to freely love God.
For that reason, God always allows us choices in our lives. Some of the

choices we make can build us up and some of them can cause us harm.

Page 8 of 11



The tree of the knowledge of good and evil in the story of Adam and Eve
is a icon of all of the free choices we make that cause us harm rather than
building us up. And the primary word Armenians use for sin, Uknp,
translates most appropriately to harm or damage. So when we say «Utnuy
Uuwnnidny», we're really saying that we have chosen to cause harm and
damage in our lives and in the lives of others instead of choosing God’s
will for us, which is for us to live a life of love and peace and patience and

hope and charity.

I think that this concept of sin is a lot more in touch with the way things
really work. We all have examples in our lives of times when we choose a
harmful path over a path that builds us and each other up in Christian
love. When we choose to be self-centered, when we choose to love objects
and use people rather than using objects and loving people, when we get
lost in harmful vices and addictions which make us lose sight of what’s
important in our lives, those things are all Uknp. And in the Armenian
approach, we do not stress our sense of guilt over these parts of our lives,
but rather, we stress our need in the moments where we are deepest in
those Uknp to reach out for the healing love of Christ. This is the ultimate
way to find healing from the damage of these harmful parts of our lives
that inhibit us from truly living a good life filled with the self-sacrificial

love of Jesus Christ.
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The whole Christian religion is built on the hope that, if Christ was able to
conquer death by his resurrection, then all brokenness can certainly be
healed by the healing grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. Christ did not come
to look the other way from all of the bad stuff we do. Christ came to meet
us in that brokenness and heal us from the damage each of us have within

our lives.

We tend to not come to Christ in this brokenness. We tend to think that
all of our problems can be solved by the advances in our society: by
modern science, by medicine, by a flourishing economy, or by an
inspiring politician. And yet, in a country where we have more economic
stability, a freer political system and longer life expectancies than any
other place and any other time in history, we tend to be more miserable
than ever. Suicide and depression rates are alarming, and even on a more
mundane level, some of the most “successful” people with the “best” jobs
and “best” lives seem to be some of the most unhappy people in our
society. With all of the objectively positive steps we’ve taken to improve
our soceity, the brokenness in our lives tends to be getting worse and
worse. This brokenness, this harm or damage that we experience in our
lives is what the Armenian Church calls Uknp. And it is our bold claim
that the only way to heal this brokenness is by freely coming to our Lord

Jesus Christ who is the master physician of our lives.
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The more shallow concept of sin, of having a dirty thought or accidentally
swearing, is completely missing the point. The real brokenness in our lives
is what prevents us from growing in the self-sacrificial love we were
designed to experience and give to others. This is the real “sin,” or for a

better term, brokenness, that we need to bring to Christ for healing.

And when we come to confession, our goal isn’t to cleanse ourselves of
our dirty laundry. The goal is to be healed from our brokenness. Penance
is therapy for the soul. It’s the moment when we realize the pain that our
actions have caused in our lives and in the lives of others, and it’s the way
we as Christians proclaim our desire to have Christ transform our

brokenness into an act of healing grace.

Today, let us begin to be honest with ourselves. Let us begin to explore
that deep-rooted brokenness we all experience due to the harmful
decisions we make and the harmful decisions others make that affect us.
And bringing this brokenness to the foot of the Cross, let us all be open to

the healing grace our Lord Jesus Christ has to offer us. Amen.
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