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It was 2002, and, as Morgan Spurlock explained, Americans were doing what Americans do best—filing suit.  In this case, it was a suit against McDonalds alleging that it used deception to sell its products, causing two minors to injure their health by becoming obese.


The lawsuit failed but it inspired.  Spurlock decided to eat nothing but McDonalds for a month and record the experience on film.  The documentary “Supersize Me” was born.  

The results of that experiment were frightening.  The once healthy Spurlock gained more than 24 pounds, saw his body mass increase to 13 percent and watched his cholesterol level rise to 230.  He also suffered bouts of depression, the accumulation of fat in his liver, the loss of muscle mass and heart palpitations.  And when he was done, it took 14 months to lose the weight he had gained.


Critics rightly noted that Spurlock consumed twice as many calories per day as is recommended for a man his age, which skewed the results.  Yet the concerns his experience raised about fast food were significant.  It has been suggested that McDonalds dropped its Supersize promotion in response.


But we’re still lovin’ it!  Last week McDonald’s reported a 4.3 percent increase in quarterly sales and a 10 percent gain in third quarter profits.  It seems we just can’t help ourselves.  We love the stuff.  And why not?  It’s tasty, cheap and easy.  What’s not to like?


Unfortunately, our fondness for fast food mirrors our culture’s predilection for junk spirituality.

I know that sounds harsh.  In the supposedly ever-elastic progressive tradition identifying anything as spiritual or theological junk food is viewed as narrow minded.  But the fact is there is a lot of spiritual junk on the market, and many people feast on it.


A few years ago Time magazine asked:  “Does God Want You to Be Rich?”  It was the headline for an article on the prosperity gospel movement.  According to Time, 61 percent of those surveyed said that God wants us to be prosperous.  Seventeen percent said they attended churches that preached that premise.  In fact, three of the nation’s four largest churches are prosperity gospel congregations, including T.D. Jakes’ Potter House in Dallas and Joel Osteen’s Lakewood Church in Houston.  Osteen told Time:

When I hear that word rich, I think people say, “Well, he's preaching that everybody's going to be a millionaire.” I don't think that's it. I preach that anybody can improve their lives. I think God wants us to be prosperous. I think he wants us to be happy. To me, you need to have money to pay your bills. I think God wants us to send our kids to college. I think he wants us to be a blessing to other people. But I don't think I'd say God wants us to be rich. It's all relative, isn't it?


Osteen’s gospel sounds more like the American Dream than the faith that left Christ stripped naked on the cross, Paul imprisoned and millions persecuted.  As Rick Warren told Time, such theology is “baloney,” suggesting it was an insult to millions of faithful Christians who live in poverty.


And yet millions of people are growing bloated on such spiritual junk.


Of course, the prosperity gospel is not the only spiritual fast food available.  The shelves of Barnes and Noble are lined with examples.  It comes in titles like Forbidden Books of the New Testament and The Lost Books of the Bible.  In comes in books like The Jesus Dynasty and Misquoting Jesus.  And, of course, it comes in fictionalized works like The Da Vinci Code.  Their purpose is to offer alternative Christianities that were supposedly suppressed by malevolent forces in the early church hierarchy.


In reality, such texts were never “lost,” “forbidden” or suppressed.  Yes, some were rejected by the early church, but it was not because they threatened the power of the institutional church.  Instead, some were rejected because they came from dubious sources, such as Gnostics who denied the humanity of Jesus or who taught that the Gospel was only for the intellectual or spiritual elite.  Others were rejected because they contradicted the earliest accounts of Jesus’ life and teaching, namely the four Gospels. They denied the resurrection or elevated Mary to godlike status.  More importantly, the works that found their way into the New Testament were those that the people found inspiring and helpful to their walk with God.  Those that didn’t make it didn’t feed people’s souls.


Yet today such fare is being repackaged and sold as delicious treats long denied the masses.  It is being offered by people who want to remake Christianity in their own image and gobbled up by people who want something new or mysterious or subversive.


Or consider the Big Mac of spiritual junk food—the idea that all religions are the same.  You’ve heard it—“We all worship the same God” or “We’re all just trying to get to the same place” or “When they’re boiled down all religions teach the same thing.”  Such fare is regularly served up and people often delight in it.


Yet the idea that we worship the same God would surprise the Hindu who worships many gods or the Buddhist who may worship no god at all.  The notion that we are all trying to get to the same place makes no sense when one compares the Christian goal of heaven with the goal of Confucianism, which is for social order in this life.  And one will have a hard time convincing a Muslim who believes submission to Allah through obedience to the Koran is the same as having faith in Jesus Christ or the same as the rituals that bring the Daoist life.  


People who take seriously their religion know that the idea of generic religion is thin gruel.  And yet it remains popular.


Unfortunately, we’re still lovin’ such junk food it.  Like McDonalds, is tasty and easy to swallow.  It’s cheap, requiring minimal investment.  And it’s easy, making no demands upon us.  

But it is also unhealthy.  There is nothing in it that feeds the soul or nourishes a relationship with God.  It leaves those who feast on it malnourished. 


And don’t you want something better?

As appealing as spiritual junk food may be, spiritual well being requires the healthy teachings of the historic faith, the biblical faith.


That is what Paul reminds Timothy in our reading today.

What Paul sees emerging even in his day is a tendency among some to “wander away into myths,” or as one modern paraphrase puts it:  “to fill up on spiritual junk food—catchy options that tickle their fancy.”  Although he doesn’t identify the junk in our reading, he does elsewhere in the letters to Timothy.  It was the denial of the resurrection, which some were doing by suggesting it was merely a spiritual event in the life of the hearer.  It was the suggestion that Christ’s death had not reconciled us to God and needed to be supplemented by ascetical practices.  It was the denial that Christ died for all in favor of the idea that only a spiritual or intellectual elite could be saved.  (Any of those sound familiar?)  Feeding on such junk was leaving people spiritually malnourished.

And so Paul charges Timothy to “preach the word.”  By that Paul means Timothy is to proclaim “sound teaching” or, as it can just as accurately be translated, “healthy teaching.”  Timothy is to offer that which has proven spiritual healthy, namely the historic faith—that “Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas,” the twelve, more than 500 brothers, James, the apostles and, lastly, to Paul. 
Or, as Thomas Oden puts it, “The canonical word as received by the church—the Old Testament as fulfilled in Christ as attested in the apostolic tradition (later to become the New Testament)—is the substance of preaching in the earliest Christian tradition.”

Timothy was to preach the historic faith because it declared how Christ had saved us by destroying death and bringing life and immortality to light.  It invited all to be saved by calling upon the name of the Lord placing their faith in him.  It had proven to produce healthy followers of Christ.

Spiritual fast food might have been appealing, but this healthy teaching provided spiritual well being.

Seventy years ago, New Testament scholar and theologian Rudolf Bultmann proposed “demythologizing” the Gospel.  It was, he said, a mythological world that made no sense to the modern mind.  In the years that followed, the idea of demythologizing grew, and tenets of the faith—the divinity of Jesus, his resurrection, the significance of his death, and so on—were recast or, better yet, abandoned altogether in favor of more modern views.

Later psychology came to the cultural forefront and Christians joined the charge.  One famous preacher from the middle of the last century said the success of his sermons could be measured by the number of people who sought counseling during the week.  The Gospel became a tool for exploring people’s psychological issues. 
Then came the ‘60s for the left—civil rights, the women’s movement, protests against the Vietnam war—and the ‘80s for the right—Jerry Falwell, the Moral Majority, God and country.  The church declared that salvation was to be found not in the sacred but in the streets, not in the pew but in politics.  The Gospel was bent to partisan ends.

More recently the power of the market became dominant in our thought.  Churches discovered niche marketing and the rules of advertising.  Jesus became the cosmic CEO. The Gospel became a commodity to be sold to the masses.

But look where that has left us.  I am not saying that nothing good happened in those years and those movements.  But the life-giving, soul transforming historic faith was often abandoned for junk food.  That is one reason many of our children and grandchildren no longer embrace the faith as a meaningful part of their lives.  What was offered did not satisfy.

But while we became more and more malnourished, much of the world began to feast on the historic faith.  People around the world began to find life and immortality in the simple Gospel—the news that although we were estranged from God by sin, Christ died for us so that we might be reconciled to God and live for him in this life and with him in the next.  

We see it around the globe.  In the last hundred years the number of Christians in Africa has grown from 8.7 million to more than 389 million.  In Asia the number of Christians has grown more than two-and-a-half percent just last year.  Christianity is exploding in Latin America, China and in thousands of other places.  But it is not the demythologized, psychologized, politicized, advertised gospel the Western world has swallowed that is changing lives and communities, countries and cultures.  It is the historic faith—the word Timothy was urged to preach—that is satisfying peoples’ spiritual hunger.  It is the biblical faith on which they feast.

In the film “Super Size Me,” Morgan Spurlock not only shows the dangers of fast food but suggest that McDonalds and other fast food chains seduce customers into consuming that which ultimately does them harm.  The same could be said for the spiritual junk food.  In our culture it is sold as that on which the really spiritual dine.  We are told it is that on which the sophisticated thinker feasts or the truly enlightened imbibes.  But the truth is it does not and cannot fill the hunger within.  It cannot nourish your faith or your relationship with God.  

But what can is the historic faith, that which the Apostles handed down to Paul, that which Paul charged Timothy to preach, that which empowered the martyrs, that which  transformed the Roman Empire, that which saved civilization during the Dark Ages, that which made the world we know possible, that which brought you to confess your faith and be buried with Christ in baptism.  What can is that which we still find in Scripture—the story of the God who has saved us through the life, death and resurrection of his only son, Jesus Christ, our Lord.  Praise be to God!  Amen.

