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Freed from Greed 

For the children and youth chapel service earlier this month, I looked to the March 

congregational theme for inspiration.  I had a language issue.  “Evil” is too strong.  I opted for 

“bad.”  Children understand bad.  You can choose to do something bad and not be a bad person.  

But if you choose to do something evil, that feels different to me.  That’s something intentional 

and repetitive.  Something elaborately planned out.  Most children do not elaborately plan.   

In my home, when choosing Family Movie Night films, conversations go like this: 

(Me to my boys): “This is a great movie.  You’ll love it.”   

(Boys to me): “Does it have bad guys?”   

Bad guys are irresistible.  Children are intrigued by bad guys.  We all are.  But unlike us, 

children are probably not learning profound existential lessons watching the defeat of Darth 

Vader or Ursula from The Little Mermaid.  What they latch onto is related to security.  When 

good triumphs, they feel safe.   

So, what I told them about being bad (in the evil sense) comes down to intent.  And since 

“Intent” is a big word, I used on purpose.   

When someone is bad, he chooses to make another person feel bad on purpose; she hurts 

someone on purpose; he steals on purpose; she destroys something that does not belong to her on 

purpose.   

Our job as parents and caregivers is to teach that when you’re young it’s the best time to 

learn how not to do bad things on purpose.  Because, and this is what I tell my boys, when you 

get older, those on-purpose-bad things can cause trouble with your friends, your family, or the 

police.  It’s worth saying then that we tolerate bad behavior in children that might be looked 
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upon as evil if they were older.  Our justice system is in fact set up to clear children for their 

crimes committed under 18.  It’s part of their natural development to make mistakes. 

We didn’t talk about this in chapel service.  But what could I say about bad?  I could talk 

about some bad people in human history, but for the 3-year olds, even mentioning recent 

household bad guys like Bin Laden would be meaningless.  Or worse, frightening. 

But!  They could engage with imaginary bad guys.  From movies.  So I quick found a 

website with downloadable images of movie characters and I made my first Power Point.  Ever. 

The bad guys in the movies all have something in common.  They all hunger for 

something.  And they’ve decided that the thing they hunger for most is more important than 

being good.  And so, to get what they want, they make choices that hurt others.  On purpose.   

Madame Medussa from The Rescuers wants “The Devil’s Eye,” the largest diamond in 

the world.   

Clayton from Tarzan wants gorillas to sell to zoos and collectors.   

Edgar the butler from Aristocats wants the inheritance promised to the cats.   

Captain Hook from Peter Pan wants revenge.   

Stinky Pete from Toy Story 2 wants fame and attention.  

Vector from Despicable Me wants to be the greatest villain in the world.   

Cruella de Ville wants a fur coat made of Dalmatian puppy fur. 

Ursula from The Little Mermaid wants Ariel’s voice.   

The Wicked Queen from Snow White wants to be the most beautiful in all the land.   

Lady Tremaine from Cinderella wants her own daughters to be as beautiful and nice as 

Cinderella.   

Scar from The Lion King wants to be king.   
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Randall from Monsters, Inc. wants to be the top “scarer” of children.   

Lord Farquaad from Shrek wants his kingdom to be the most awesome.   

The Wicked Witch of the West from The Wizard of Oz wants Dorothy’s ruby slippers.   

Diesel 10 from Thomas hates steam engines.   

Gaston from Beauty and the Beast wants Belle.  But she has no interest in him.   

Buddy from The Incredibles wants to be a superhero like Mr. Incredible.   

Lot’s-O from Toy Story 3 wants revenge. 

Sid from Toy Story wants attention from his family.   

Gollum from The Lord of the Rings wants the magic ring of power.   

Draco Malfoy from Harry Potter wants to be the most famous wizard at Hogwarts. 

Voldemort from Harry Potter wants to kill Harry Potter.   

Darth Vader from Star Wars wants power. 

Identifying the obsession of each bad guy is a fascinating exercise.  With the exception of 

Diesel 10 and Lady Tremaine, who express hatred, the rest are driven to evil through greed.  

Greed to attain wealth, revenge, power, beauty, fame.   

And here’s the fascinating part: while these bad guys represent extreme portraits of evil, 

their obsessions are not unfamiliar.  Do we not also long for wealth, power, beauty, fame, and 

revenge now and then?  Do we not on occasion consider ways to achieve these things?  Without 

breaking rules?  Laws? Or trust?  And do we not sometimes actually break the rules or the laws 

or trust on purpose? 

What drives the intent to do this?  The on purpose?   

Let me offer that it is greed nuanced—the blended deadly sins: lust, pride, gluttony, envy, 

anger, sloth.  Usually greed is connected to money, but I believe greed is at the root of most 
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‘bad.’  Greed is the powerful and often irrepressible longing for what we do not have.  The 

longing may become so consuming that our consciences begin to understand the source of that 

longing as an entitlement, what we think we deserve.  And we become immune to consequences.   

Maybe none of us want to think that we are susceptible to greed or that we make many 

decisions based on greed, or even that there is much greediness in our hearts.  And yet, we are all 

motivated by it.   

Part of the problem is our culture’s economy.  We are constantly barraged with messages 

to buy—more is better.  Purchase this and you will be among the quick, the strong, and the 

finest.  Or if one thing is not working out to complete satisfaction, throw it away and get a new 

one.   And so from birth, we are conditioned to hunger beyond our basic needs or contentment.  

And we are competitive.  Achieving wealth, power, fame, beauty, and yes revenge gets 

connected then to owning more or new.  Does this sound accurate?   

Maybe not, for those who feel immune to the pressures of consumer culture.  “But,” says 

the Reverend Kathleen McTigue—the minister from my upbringing, “If we are not driven by 

[material] hungers for more, [it is true that] most of us can find within ourselves the smaller more 

subtle hungers of discontent.   

It seems to me that for most of us, our struggle with greed lies in how we notice and 

respond to those quieter discontents.  What shall we do with our loneliness or boredom, with our 

restlessness or regret, our nostalgia, our needs for connection or for spiritual depth?”  The crucial 

questions is, “How are we to organize our lives so that we cultivate contentment instead of 

hungers?” 

It’s the discontents that lead to our not finest moments.  Remember the movie Fargo?  

Jerry Lundegaard is facing serious financial problems and concocts a plan to hire two men to 
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kidnap his wife in hopes of getting his antagonistic father-in-law to pay a high ransom, half of 

which Jerry intended to keep.  But the plan goes terribly wrong.  

Remember this song?  Feeling discontent in their relationship—tired of the routine—‘his 

lady’ places an ad in the newspaper Singles page.  He sees the ad and answers it, making 

arrangements for a secret rendezvous.  When they meet him, he says, “Oh, it’s you!”  They 

reconnect and recommit by a fortunate twist of fate.  While this song has a happy ending, the 

results could have been ruinous. 

For Christmas, I gave my wife “The Happiness Project” by Gretchen Rubin.  This is a 

motivational book about rearranging your life to help respond to stress and discontent with less 

anxiety and unease.  It’s set up as a prose calendar, and ironically, many of her monthly 

suggestions involve buying things like storage containers, candles, or bird figurines, so there’s 

that.  But one idea, her January suggestion, provided hours of wonderfully satisfying solidarity 

between my wife and me.   

We purged our possessions of forgotten hungers.   

Over the course of a month we went from room to room, basement to attic, and sluiced 

all that was not absolutely needed into fifteen enormous Glad Garbage bags!  For me the most 

difficult possessions to part with were the shoe boxes of letters from a college girlfriend.  Why 

had I kept these? 

I realized I was holding onto a blissful memory of my past.  Saving those letters was like 

keeping a door open.  To what?  I have never reread those letters, but they kept me connected to 

a romantic idea of something I mistakenly imagined was missing, and I guess I wasn’t quite 

willing to close the door on what once was or the possibilities of what still could be.  (By the 

way, my wife was also hoarding mementos from her high school boyfriend).   
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Every partnered, committed relationship goes through cycles of discontent.  We tend to 

focus on that more than the times of contentment, which plays nicely into the hands of our 

cultural conditioning around greed:  Not content?  Get a new one.  I don’t want a new one.  

Purging my possessions recommitted me to the life I am living now.   

“Contentment,” says the Reverend McTigue, “is born of satisfying work, and the sense 

that our best talents are being put to use; from making something lovely in our houses or yards 

with our own hands; from relishing the laughter of chosen companions or the peacefulness of 

solitude; from feeling the ampleness of the time in our lives, and noticing the moment we’re 

living out, knowing its place in the chapters of our lives and neither yearning back toward the 

past nor plunging ahead toward the future.” 

I have decided that it is not bad to enjoy our possessions, or to acknowledge the real and 

difficult hungers that emerge within us as time passes—those thorny stimulants of our greed.  

But it may help us to yearn less and face our discontents with wisdom and understanding in our 

hearts if we remember that in the end we will be relinquishing all.  Soon, our habits and routines 

will outlast our desires and dreams, and after that is the big dance.  (And I ain’t talking March 

Madness).   

In the end, those entitlements we once claimed as part of a reorganized conscience to 

justify our greedy hungers, will no longer belong to us.  Even our bodies will be repossessed.  

So, it is good and healthy to practice letting go for when the time comes; to purge your 

possessions of the selfish as with your souls; and to learn to see that if we do not achieve our 

secret, and potentially hurtful desires, their lack will not diminish who we are.   

Alan Durning, founder and executive director of the Sightline Institute, a non-profit 

organization based in Seattle, Washington, once wrote, “For the luckiest among us, a human life 
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on Earth encompasses [more than eighty] trips around the sun.  The sense of fulfillment received 

on that journey…has to do with the timeless virtues of discipline, hope, allegiance to principle 

and character.  [Greed] itself has little part in the playful camaraderie that inspires the young, the 

bonds of love and friendship that nourish adults, the golden memories that sustain the elderly.  

The very things that make a life worth living, that give depth and bounty to human existence, are 

infinitely sustainable.”  

AMEN  


