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"THE PERILS OF EMPTINESS”

MATTHEW 12:43-45

THE ADVICE GIVEN US THESE DAYS IS: IF You
ARE GOING TO GO ON VACATION AND LEAVE YOUR
HOUSE EMPTY WHILE YOU ARE GONE, IT IS BEST
TO MAKE IT SEEM AS IF YOUR HOUSE IS OCCUPIED.

BE SURE TO STOP THE DAILY DELIVERY OF THE
NEWSPAPER AND OTHER KINDS OF DELIVERIES AS

WELL. DON'T LET THERE BE ANY EVIDENCE TO THE
CASUAL OBSERVOR THAT THE HOUSE IS EMPTY. DON'T
PULL ALL THE DRAPES COMPLETELY SHUT AND IF
POSSIBLE IT’S HELPFUL TO HAVE AN AUTOMATIC

TIMER WHICH WILL TURN ON SOME OF THE LIGHTS
IN THE EVENING AND THEN TURN THEM OFF LATER.

THIS WILL HELP GIVE THE IMPRESSION THAT THE
HOUSE IS OCCUPIED, WHY GO TO ALL THIS TROUBLE?
BECAUSE AN EMPTY HOUSE INVITES ALL SORTS OF
UNWELCOMED PEOPLE., IT'S AN INVITATION TO

TROUBLE,

[T’S TRUE! EMPTINESS CAN BE A PERILOUS
CONDITION. AND NOT ONLY WITH HOUSES. JUST
AS AN EMPTY HOUSE OR BUILDING OF ANY KIND IS

AN INVITATION TO TROUBLE--SO ALSO IS AN EMPTY
INSTITUTION, AND ESPECIALLY THE EMPTY LIFE
OF A HUMAN BEING,




IN THE BIBLE PASSAGE JUST READ THIS MORNING,
JESUS TELLS US ABOUT AN INDIVIDUAL WHO DROVE
AN EVIL SPIRIT OUT OF HIS LIFE., HE CLEANED
OUT HIS LIFE, BUT LEFT IT EMPTY. NOT LONG
AFTER, SAID JESUS, THE EVIL SPIRIT WAS LOOKING
FOR A PLACE TO OCCUPY AND SEEING HIS FORMER
RESIDENCE EMPTY AND CLEAN, WENT AND BROUGHT
SEVEN OF HIS BEST DEVIL FRIENDS TO LIVE THERE
WITH HIM, AND, SAID JESUS, THE LAST STATE

OF THAT PERSON BECAME WORSE THAN THE FIRST.
JESUS WAS IMPLYING THAT THIS KIND OF THING
CAN HAPPEN TO ANY ONE OF US.

SO THIS IS MUCH MORE THAN A STORY ABOUT DEVILS.
[T'S A STORY ABOUT ALL OF US AND ABOUT INSTITUTIONS
AND ABOUT NATIONS. IT’S A STORY ABOUT THE

PERILS OF EMPTINESS., LET’'S LOOK AT SOME OF

THE PERILS OR DANGERS,

1., FIRST OF ALL, THERE IS A DANGER IN EMPTINESS
BECAUSE EVIL IN THE WORLD IS VERY PERSISTENT.

[T DOESN'T GIVE UP EASILY, AND IT LOOKS FOR
EMPTY SPACES. AS SOON AS IT SEES A PLACE WHERE
IT CAN LIVE, IT MOVES RIGHT IN,

IN THIS PARABLE, AND IN OTHER PLACES WHERE
JESUS TALKED ABOUT EVIL, HE MADE IT CLEAR THAT
EVIL IS MUCH MORE THAN JUST THE ABSENCE OF
GOOD., IT IS A POWER AT WORK IN THE WORLD,

AND SEEKING ALWAYS TO WORK IN US AND IN NATIONS
AND INSTITUTIONS AND GROUPS OF PEOPLE. NONE

OF US HAVE GUARANTEED IMMUNITY. IT IS ALWAYS




READY AND WAITING TO MOVE IN WHEREVER THERE
IS ROOM, AND ABOVE ALL, EVIL IS SUBTLE AND
CUNNING,

THE INDIVIDUAL IN THE PARABLE GOT RID OF WHAT
HE SAW AS EVIL IN HIS LIFE--PERHAPS A BAD
HABIT. HE CLEANED UP HIS LIFE. HE HAD

CLEANED OUT THE ONE THING IN HIS LIFE THA
HE WASN‘T PROUD OF. AND NOW HE SETTLED DOWN
TO CONGRATULATE HIMSELF ON HIS ACTION. BUT
THE EVIL RETURNED WHEN HE WASN'T LOOKING AND

WORSE THAN THAT, BECAUSE THERE WAS SO MUCH
ROOM, 1T BROUGHT SEVEN NEW DEVILS ALONG.

EVIL IS PERSISTENT! IT DOESN’T GIVE UP EASILY.
NO DOUBT THAT'S WHY BAD HABITS SEEM EASIER

TO FORM AND HARDER TO BREAK THAN GOOD HABITS.
WE CAN RENOUNCE THE SINS OF THE FLESH ONLY

TO FALL PREY TO THE MORE SUBTLE SINS OF THE
SPIRIT.

[T HAS BEEN SAID THAT ALEXANDER THE GREAT WAS
PROUD OF HIS CHASTITY--PROUD THAT CONTRARY

TO THE CUSTOM OF HIS TIMES, HE REFUSED TO
VIOLATE THE WIVES AND DAUGHTERS OF HIS
CAPTIVES. YET ALEXANDER'S OVER-VAULTING
AMBITION TO CONQUER THE WORLD WAS A MUCH
GREATER AND DEEPER FLAW. HILTER WAS A MODEL
HUMAN BEING IN SOME WAYS--HE WAS SOBER AND

NEVER DRANK, A VEGETARIAN, AND LIVED A RATHER
SPARTAN LIFE, BUT SEVEN OTHER DEVILS HAD MOVED

INTO THAT EMPTY HOUSE!




SOME OF THE BIGGEST SWINDLERS AND CHEATS IN
HISTORY HAVE HAD CLEAN PERSONAL LIVES WHICH
THEY PRIDED THEMSELVES ON, PEOPLE WITH A LUST
FOR POWER, WITH AN INSENSATE DESIRE FOR FAME
AND GLORY, WITH A DESPERATE NEED TO MANIPULATE
AND HUMILIATE AND HARM OTHERS WHO GET IN THEIR
WAY, ARE THE ONES WHO CAUSE THE MOST TROUBLE
IN THE WORLD. AND THEY ARE OFTEN THE ONES

WHO BELIEVE THEY HAVE GOTTEN RID OF THE EVIL
IN THEIR LIVES AND IN THE EMPTINESS., SEVEN
OTHER DEVILS HAVE MOVED.,

I BELIEVE THAT ALL OF US CONTINUALLY UNDER-
ESTIMATE THE PERSISTENCE OF EVIL., THUS WE
REPLACE ONE SET OF SINS WITH ANOTHER., [ MET

A PERSON WHO SAID HE WAS CONVERTED FROM WHISKEY
TO CHRIST. [THE ONLY PROBLEM WAS THAT THE NEW
CONVERT WENT AROUND BEING HYPER-CRITICAL OF
EVERY ONE HE MET. FINALLY, SOMEONE SAID TO
HIM, “I WISH YOU’'D GO BACK TO DRINKING AGAIN,

[ LIKED YOU BETTER THEN."”

ALONG THE SAME LINE, THERE IS A STORY OF THE
FRANCISCAN MONK WHO WAS DESCRIBING THE MERITS
OF THE VARIOUS ROMAN CATHOLIC MONASTIC ORDERS.
HE SAID, “WE FRANCISCANS DO NOT HAVE THE
SCHOLARLY ABILITIES AND THE INTELLECTUAL
ASTUTENESS OF THE AUGUSTINIANS; WE DO NOT HAVE
THE PRACTICAL AND ARTISTIC ABILITIES OF THE
BENEDICTINES, NOR DO WE HAVE THE POLITICAL

SKILL AND SAGACITY OF THE JESUITS. BUT WHEN




IT COMES TO HUMILITY, WE'RE TOPS.”

THIS PARABLE WHICH JESUS TOLD TOUCHES EVERY
ASPECT OF OUR LIVING. IT SHOWS, FOR EXAMPLE,
THE FALLACY OF THE “DEVIL THEORY" OF HISTORY,
THAT THEORY WANTS TO BELIEVE THAT IF WE GET
RID OF THE ONE EVIL LEADER IN A NATION, THEN
THE HOUSE WILL BE CLEAN AND ALL WILL BE WELL,

JUST KILL THE ONE DEVIL.

WHETHER OR NOT THE CIA EVER GETS DIRECTLY

INVOLVED IN AN ASSASSINATION PLOT TO KILL A
LEADER IN ANOTHER COUNTRY, WE MAY NEVER KNOW,

BUT THE FACT THAT IT IS DISCUSSED OR CONSIDERED
SHOWS A NAIVE BELIEF IN THE SO-CALLED “DEVIL
THEORY.” KILL THE ONE EVIL LEADER AND THE
HOUSE WILL BE CLEAN.

SOME YEARS AGO, WiILLIAM COLBY, WHO WAS THEN
DIRECTOR OF THE CIA, HAD THE WISDOM TO TESTIFY
THAT NOT ONLY WAS HE OPPOSED TO ASSASSINATIONS
BECAUSE THEY'RE WRONG, BUT ALSO BECAUSE THEY
FREQUENTLY BRING ABOUT ABSOLUTELY UNCONTROLLED
AND UNFORSEEABLE RESULTS--USUALLY WORSE RESULTS
THAN BY CONTINUING TO SUFFER THE PROBLEM YOU'RE
FACING, REMOVE ONE DEVIL AND SEVEN MORE, WHO
ARE EVEN MORE VICIOUS THAN THE FIRST MAY COME
IN TO TAKE ITS PLACE. AND WORSE THAN THAT,

YOU BECOME PART OF THE EVIL ITSELF AS YOU USE
THE TOOLS OF EVIL.

YET MANY PEOPLE, AND MAYBE SOME OF US, STILL



BELIEVE THAT IF WE COULD JUST PUT THE RIGHT
PEOPLE BEFORE A FIRING SQUAD AND SHOOT THEM,
HE HOUSE WOULD BE CLEAN AND WE COULD ALL
RELAX., EVIL WOULD BE TAKEN CARE OF FOR ONCE

AND FOR ALL., SUCH REASONING, HOWEVER, ACCORDING
TO JESUS, FAILS TO TAKE INTO ACCOUNT THE
PERSISTENCE OF EVIL. AT THE VERY TIME WE ARE
CLEANING THE HOUSE, EVIL MAY BE MOVING INTO

OUR OWN EMPTY LIVES.

2. THIS LEADS US TO A SECOND REASON WHY

EMPTINESS IS DANGEROUS. AND THAT'S BECAUSE
EMPTINESS CANNOT BE MAINTAINED. IT’S IMPOSSIBLE.,

A VACUUM IS A HIGHLY UNSTABLE CONDITION. “NATURE
ABHORS A VACUUM,"” WE LEARNED IN SCIENCE. SOMETHING
IS ALWAYS WAITING TO RUSH IN AND FILL IT AND

[T MAY BE SOMETHING WE DO NOT WANT.

AS FAR AS WE HUMAN BEINGS ARE CONCERNED, AN
EMPTY LIFE, AN EMPTY FAITH ARE INVITATIONS

TO TROUBLE. IT DOES NOT GREATLY HELP A PERSON
ONLY TO KNOW WHAT HE OR SHE DOES NOT BELIEVE.,
UNLESS THAT PERSON ALSO KNOWS WHAT HE OR SHE
BELIEVES.

SOMETIMES I HEAR PEOPLE SAY, "WE'RE NOT GOING
TO INDOCTRINATE OUR CHILDREN WITH ANY RELIGIOUS
BELIEFS. LET THEM GROW UP AND DECIDE FOR
THEMSELVES., LEAVE THE MIND EMPTY.” BUT IF
THAT IS DONE, THEN WE SHOULD NOT BE SURPRISED
WHEN SOME UNWELCOME BELIEFS AND VALUES FILL

THAT EMPTY SPACE.,




] BELIEVE THAT A LARGE PART OF THE REASON THAT

SO MANY PEOPLE HAVE BECOME ADDICTS TO VARIOUS
FANATICAL CULTS IS BECAUSE THEY HAVE AN EMPTINESS
THAT NEEDS TO BE FILLED., AND IF HUNGRY PEOPLE
ARE NOT FED GOOD NOURISHING HEALTHY FOOD, THEY
WILL EAT WHATEVER ELSE IS AVAILABLE,

SPIRITUAL VACUUMS ARE NOTHING NEW. HENRI
NOUWEN WRITES THAT OUR LIVES ARE FILLED YET
UNFILLED--"A GNAWING SENSE OF BEING UNFULFILLED

UNDERLIES OUR FILLED LIVES."”

HE GOES ON TO SAY THAT THE SYMPTOMS OF BEING
UNFILLED OF EMPTINESS ARE BOREDOM, RESENTMENT
AND DEPRESSION., BOREDOM IS A SENTIMENT OF
DISCONNECTEDNESS., WHILE WE ARE BUSY WITH MANY
THINGS, WE WONDER IF WHAT WE DO MAKES ANY REAL
DIFFERENCE. LIFE PRESENTS ITSELF AS A RANDOM
AND UNCONNECTED SERIES OF ACTIVITIES AND EVENTS
OVER WHICH WE FEEL WE HAVE LITTLE OR NO CONTROL.

To BE BORED, HOWEVER, DOES NOT MEAN THAT WE
HAVE NOTHING TO DO, BUT THAT WE QUESTION THE
VALUE OF THE THINGS WE ARE SO BUSY DOING. SO
THE GREAT PARADOX OF OUR TIME IS THAT MANY

PEOPLE ARE BUSY AND BORED AT THE SAME TIME,
AND THAT COMES FROM OUR EMPTINESS WITHIN,
WHILE RUNNING FROM ONE EVENT TO THE NEXT, WE
WONDER IN OUR INNERMOST SELVES IF ANYTHING

IS REALLY HAPPENING.

THIS KIND OF UNFILLED BOREDOM LEADS TO RESENTMENT.,



WHEN WE ARE BUSY, YET WONDERING IF OUR BUSYNESS

MEANS ANYTHING TO ANYONE, WE EASILY FEEL USED,
MANIPULATED AND EXPLOITED.

INCIDENTALLY MANY MARRIAGES GO SOUR BECAUSE
OF EMPTINESS. ONE OF THE MOST CRITICAL PERIODS
IN A MARRIAGE IS THE TIME WHEN, AFTER MAYBE
25 YEARS OF MARRIED LIFE OR SOONER, A COUPLE
LOOKS AT EACH OTHER AND FINDS THEIR MARRIAGE
EMPTY. THEY MAY HAVE STAYED TOGETHER ACROSS
THE YEARS FOR THE SAKE OF THE CHILDREN, BUT

NOW THE CHILDREN ARE GROWN UP AND GONE. A
TEENAGE YOUNG WOMAN SAID TO ME--"MY FOLKS SAY

THEY LIVE FOR US CHILDREN., I THINK THAT IS
KIND OF SAD. [HEY SHOULD HAVE SOMETHING ELSE
TO LIVE FOR ALSO.” AND THE EMPTINESS COMES,
THEN ALL SORTS OF UNWELCOME GUESTS MOVE INTO
THAT EMPTY HOUSE--EXTRA-MARITAL AFFAIRS,

ALCOHOL, DRUGS, BOREDOM AND MANY MORE.

)
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SO THE PARABLE WARNS US THAT‘IT IS NOT ENOUGH
JUST TO BE RID OF SOMETHING, SOME BAD HABIT,
SOME EVIL TENDENCY, EVEN SOMETHING THAT IS

NOT BAD BUT FILLS OUR LIFE., NOR IS IT ENOUGH
TO REACH A PLATEAU AND THINK, “Now I’'VE GOT

IT MADE, My LIFE IS ALL CLEAN AND NICE.” IT's
JUST AT THAT POINT THAT WE ARE MOST VULNERABLE,
INTO THE VACUUM, INTO THE EMPTINESS MOVES SEVEN

MORE DEVILS AND WE ARE WORSE OFF THAN BEFORE.

3. THE ONLY WAY TO COUNTERACT THE PERILS OF
EMPTINESS IN EVERY PART OF OUR LIVING IS TO



BE CONSTANTLY FILLING OUR LIVES WITH WHAT IS
GOOD.,

IT MEANS SUCH THINGS AS BUILDING GOOD HUMAN
RELATIONSHIPS WITH PEOPLE WHO WILL BRING
SOMETHING POSITIVE AND CONSTRUCTIVE TO OUR
LIVING, IT MEANS HAVING CLOSE FRIENDS TO WHOM
WE CAN TURN WHEN WE NEED THE LOVE AND SUPPORT
OF SOMEONE ELSE BECAUSE TRAGEDY OR SADNESS

HAS COME INTO OUR LIVES AND WE ARE EMPTY.,

10 COUNTERACT THE PERILS OF EMPTINESS MEANS
TAKING DEFINITE STEPS TO BUILD AND STRENGTHEN

OUR SPIRITUAL LIVES AND NOT JUST SITTING BACK
WAITING FOR IT TO HAPPEN TO US. IT MEANS
LETTING GOD’S SPIRIT AND POWER FILL THE
EMPTINESS THAT COMES TO ALL OF US FROM TIME
TO TIME. IT MEANS SUCH SIMPLE THINGS AS BEING
REGULAR IN OUR PARTICIPATION IN WORSHIP.
WORSHIP IS THE PROCESS OF TAKING TIME OUT TO
PAY ATTENTION TO OUR SPIRITUAL GROWTH AND
DEVELOPMENT, AND IT IS ENGAGING IN THOSE
DISCIPLINES WHICH FOSTER SUCH GROWTH,

NOW OF COURSE NONE OF THIS SOUNDS VERY SENSATIONAL

OR EXCITING., HOWEVER PREVENTATIVE MEASURES
ARE NEVER AS EXCITING AS RESCUING SOMEONE WHO
IS ALREADY IN DEEP TROUBLE. RESCUE IS ALWAYS

MORE DRAMATIC, BUT IT IS SHORT LIVED.,

YOU HAVE HEARD ME SAY FROM THIS PULPIT TIME
AND TIME AGAIN, THAT GoD’S SPIRIT AND LOVE
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ARE ALWAYS AROUND US AND ALREADY WITHIN US,
GOD DESIRES TO FILL ANY AND ALL EMPTINESS THAT
EXISTS WITHIN US--BUT DOES NOT FORCE IT. WE
HAVE TO INVITE GOD'’S SPIRIT INTO THOSE PARTS
OF OUR LIVES THAT ARE EMPTY. GOD’S SPIRIT

IS CONTINUALLY SAYING TO US, “BEHOLD I STAND
AT THE DOOR AND KNOCK; IF ANY ONE HEARS MY
VOICE AND OPENS THE DOOR, [ WILL COME IN.,”

AMEN




