
THE INVITATION
Going Good in a Breaking Bad World

Psalm 1; Deuteronomy 30:15-20; Luke 14:25-35; Philemon 1-21

Consider the Chef’s Menu

Have you ever been to one of those restaurants with menus so long that you 
can get lost in the pages? You don’t even know where to start picking from all 
the offerings. Would this be better than that? Will this dish go with that one? 
What in the world is that dish, anyway? Do you know what I’m talking about? 

If you’re lucky, maybe your server says:  “May I encourage you to consider our 
Chef’s Menu.”  Suddenly, the overwhelming encyclopedia gets shrunk down to 
just four dishes, each designed to pair beautifully with the other ones. There’s 
an exquisite appetizer, and a mouth-watering main course, a perfect side dish 
with seasonal veggies, all followed by a delectable dessert. You breathe a sigh. 
“That’s what I’ll have,” you say. “Just bring me the chocolate peanut-butter 
ecstasy cake first!” 

Sometimes, I think, handling the Bible feels a little bit like this. After all, it is a 
very BIG menu. We know it must be filled with all kinds of great stuff. Why else 
would so many people across so many cultures and centuries, keep coming to 
eat from it? But there’s so much in here -- where do you start? It’s difficult 
sometimes to see how this part relates to that, or what in the world this part 
here even means. 

That’s why I’d like to encourage you today to consider our Chef’s Menu. It’s a 
four-course feast that will be served up in many of the finest Christian dining 
establishments the world over this week and here at Christ Church throughout 
this year ahead.  

The official name for this Menu is “The Common Lectionary.” We’ve printed up 
copies of the schedule and made them available to you at our literature racks 
and on our website. You can always find the Menu for next week in the 
church’s Pathways Bulletin too. 

The way it works is like this: Each Lectionary Menu contains four Bible readings 
– a Psalm, another OT passage, a Gospel reading, and a text from one of the 
Epistles – sort of like a dessert. Each four-course menu is designed to go along 
with the seasons and themes of the Christian Year. The menu changes every 
week, introducing you to four new passages. And by the end of a year, you will 
have been fed by a rich range of God’s Word. 



We Don’t Always Know What Makes for Health

Now, I recognize that this Chef’s Menu approach may not be immediately 
appealing to everybody. As my family could readily tell you, I am a Buffet Guy 
by nature. I like lots of options from which I can pick and choose. I enjoy 
deciding whether to head to the omelet station or the prime rib table first. I 
generally prefer to bypass that section where they serve the broccoli, carrots, 
and cauliflower. I’m trying to save room for the ice-cream. Hey, somebody 
worked hard to freeze that stuff!

If we’re honest, we have to admit that a lot of us are like this with the Bible 
too. We pick and choose what we want from the banquet of God’s Word. We 
keep returning to parts of the Bible we understand, or that back our politics, or 
for which we have a natural appetite. Who, for example, doesn’t love the 
stories of Jesus?

At the same time, we tend to pass over the plates full of stuff that would be 
challenging to chew on – the really tough teachings, the personally convicting 
portions, the stuff that would stretch our perspective, in short -- the ingredients 
of healthy living for which we don’t have much of a taste.

This pick-and-choose mentality makes us a little like the main character in AMC’s 
award-winning television series, Breaking Bad.  Do you know that show? I 
confess that I binge–watched it during my recent sabbatical. 

The program tells the story of a mild-mannered high school chemistry teacher 
named Walter White who discovers he has terminal cancer. Desperate to 
provide for his wife and disabled son, Walt decides to use his chemistry skills to 
make methamphetamine for a local drug dealer. “I’ll just do a little bit of this,” 
he tells himself. “I’ll make just enough to provide for my family, and then I’m 
done.” 

As you can guess, things don’t quite work out that way. Walt’s pride, 
ignorance, and fears repeatedly get the best of him, as one unintended 
consequence of his moral choices piles up on another. We watch spellbound, 
as this seemingly gentle, responsible man is transformed, degree-by-subtle-
degree, into a vicious, murdering drug lord. 

The show is fascinating in part because it illuminates so vividly how many of us 
slide into trouble in our own lives. Like Walter White, we think: “I’ll just break 
bad this one way or this one time and then I’m done.” “I’ll just… 

take a little look at that internet site, 
flirt a bit with that person who isn’t my spouse,
cheat this little bit on that test or tax return
ignore this need my kids have



neglect this responsibility this one time
fail to deal with the hurt that just happened
tell this little lie

We tell ourselves: “I’ll break bad this one time and then I’m done. I’ll return to 
being the good person I normally am.” 

What happens to Walter White in Breaking Bad is like the biblical stories of 
Adam and Eve, or of David and Bathsheba, or of Judas Iscariot. It’s a 
cautionary tale for ALL of us – a reminder that the destruction of our character 
and relationships seldom happens through major moves and singular crises but 
by small steps and tiny degrees.

It reminds me of a poem I once heard:
“I heard a knock upon my heart”
"Who's there," I cried,
The voice replied: "A little lonely sin."
"Enter," I said,
And all hell came in.

But it wasn’t just that insight I got by watching the show this summer. What 
really shook me was the change in moral sensibility I felt happening in me as I 
watched Walt’s fall. Like the lead characters on HBO’s hit, The Soprano’s, or in 
FX’s cop drama, The Shield, the “hero” of Breaking Bad exhibits just enough 
vulnerability, just enough compassion and care for his own, that we who watch 
him are lulled into minimizing or ignoring the collateral damage done by him as 

he works out his issues.  As I watched the show, I started accepting and even 
forgiving the heinously cruel and corrupt things Walt was doing. I found myself 
cheering for Walter White, hoping he wouldn’t be caught. Wow, I thought, 
what is that all about?

Are We Breaking Bad?

And then I realized what it was about. It’s because Walter White is ME and 
maybe you too. On one level, we are ALL – as theologians of the reformation 
put it – “totally depraved.” If we could fully see how broken we are, we would 
drop to our knees in abject confession, and plead for mercy and forgiveness, 
and perhaps then find the change of life we really need. 

But our fatal flaw is that there remains within us just enough of our Maker’s 
image – just enough capacity for good intentions and kind affections -- that we 
choose to see ourselves through that lens. It makes us discount or accept the 
places where we are breaking bad. Like Walter White, we are surrounded by 
enough other morally compromised people that we don’t think ourselves that 
wicked by comparison. And so, step by little step, we can lose our way.



What do you suppose happens when this psychology moves beyond a TV 
character, or just a few of us, and spreads to all channels of a civilization? In 
the wake of the looting and violence that swept the city of London in the 
summer of 2011, Britain's chief rabbi, Jonathan Sacks, wondered about this. 
The rioters, Sacks ventured are evidence of “the tsunami of wishful thinking 
that [has] washed across the West” in recent times. We have let ourselves 
believe that we can break a little bad and still have all the good and everything 
will work out fine. 

“We can have… 
sex without the responsibility of marriage, 
children without the responsibility of parenthood, 
social order without the responsibility of citizenship, 
liberty without the responsibility of morality, 
and self-esteem without the responsibility of work and earned achievement.”

The Rabbi goes on to contend that this moral confusion has compounded the 
economic difficulties of our time: “Good and otherwise sensible people were 
persuaded that you could spend more than you earn, incur debt at 
unprecedented levels, and consume the world's resources without thinking 
about who will pay the bill and when…” 

What made the matter worse, says Sacks, is that we have all but eliminated the 
voice of traditional religion in the western world.“There is no counter-voice to 
the culture of buy it, spend it, wear it, flaunt it, because you're worth it. The 
message is that morality is passé, conscience is for wimps. The single overriding 
command is ‘Thou shalt not be found out.’" 

What do you think about this assessment? Is it overly pessimistic? Did the 
senior pastor just return from his sabbatical a little bit cranky? Are the struggles 
of our day just the normal ups and downs of basically good people? Or has our 
civilization broken so badly that categories like “good” and “bad” are now just a 
matter of personal convenience and taste -- no different than the choices we 
make at the buffet table, but with infinitely higher stakes? 

The Menu Today

On the Chef’s Menu today are four courses of wisdom that speak to this topic. I 
hope you will take the time to chew and digest these texts for yourself, but 
here’s a foretaste.  

In Psalm 1, King David challenges his listeners to be very careful about the path 
they are walking, the company they are keeping, and the counsel they are 
seeking in life. He is very intense about this because he has seen the 
devastation wrought in his own life when got careless about these things. 



In Deuteronomy 30, Moses commands Israel to choose the way of life that God 
has laid out. Don’t be seduced into thinking you can break bad a little here and 
there and still have everything turn out just fine. You can’t claim to serve God 
while chasing after idols on the side without real consequences. 

In Luke 14, Jesus reminds his would-be disciples that following him is not a 
matter of making minor refinements of behavior either. Discipleship involves a 
dramatic turning away from old allegiances and attachments in order to pursue 
the life of his kingdom. It’s like rejecting your family of origin in order to 
embrace a new one. 

And then in his Letter to Philemon, the Apostle Paul challenges a slave owner to 
deal mercifully with a runaway slave because Christ has established higher rules 
of relationship for his followers than society requires of them. Philemon must 
exchange bad for good.

At the center of each of these four dishes is one big idea meant to nourish us 
deeply:  Building your life on the strength of God’s Word will bring blessing. 
“Blessed is the one whose delight is in the law of the Lord” (Psalm 
1:1-2). “Keep his commands, decrees and laws and the Lord your God 
will bless you” (Deut 30:16). “Whoever has ears to hear, let them 
hear” (Luke 14:34). “I pray that your partnership with us in the faith 
may be effective in deepening your understanding of every good 
thing” (Phi 6). 

How to Make the Most of the Meal

And so, as we begin this year together, here’s THE INVITATION I am extending 
to you on behalf of the God behind these words of wisdom: “Come. Try the 
Chef’s Menu. You will be blessed by it.” 

If you are open to accepting that invitation, then I dare you to begin your 
response by doing something very counter-cultural this week. Lower the priority 
you put on searching the papers, the TV, the web, the text stream, and the 
Twitter feed for the information you really need. Raise to priority one, the 
investment you make in letting the glorious Creator of the universe, the 
awesome Lover of your soul, the saving Hope of this world feed you with the 
truth and the vision you need to keep you from breaking bad and to help you 
with going good.

If you really want to make the most of this invitation, here is what you can do. 
FIRST, commit to reading and reflecting on the four passages from the 
Lectionary Menu each week. 

This is the easiest Bible reading plan you’ll find anywhere. Just four short 
passages over a period of five or six days. 

As you read the passages, ask yourself some questions: 



What’s the big idea that ties these texts together? 
What are these scriptures telling me about God? 
What do I learn here about human life or myself? 
What’s the takeaway for me in these texts? 

How many of you think you might actually be able to find the time to read four 
short passages from the Bible in a given week?

SECONDLY, come to one of our worship services on the weekend and let our 
preachers unpack the meal further for you. Think of us like Foodies or 
Sommeliers – hopefully, without the attitude! We will have thought about these 
four courses very carefully. It will be our pleasure to try and help you taste and 
savor and benefit further from what the Chef is serving up.

FINALLY, if you want to fully maximize the experience this year, remember that 
God did not design us to eat alone.  Process further with other people the 
spiritual food God gives you. Let the preachers know how you’re experiencing 
the feast. Talk with someone during the coffee hour or on the drive home 
about what God did in you as you took in his meal. Discuss the texts with your 
family or your small group so that you can more fully absorb the contents. 
We’ll be supplying you with some further resources to help with this.

Let me close by asking: What’s the takeaway for you today? 

Here’s what I think it is for me. I don’t want to be just another Walter White -- 
driven by my deadly sins and pretending that’s OK. I do not want to be just one 
more reason, one further evidence, that the world is breaking bad. I want to 
get clearer about who I am and whose I am and what I’m called to do. I want 
to enter every sphere of my life – my home, my workplace, my social circles, 
and the wider world out there – as a force for going good. And so I’m going to 
accept God’s invitation to come eat every week from his menu and see my life 
changed by it, and other lives through me. 

Come, do this too.
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 "Cop Shows up the Ante for Anti-heroes," Chicago Tribune (6-03-02)
 Jonathan Sacks, "Reversing the Decay of London Undone," The Wall Street Journal (8-20-11)


