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Pre-Sermon Comments 
 
1. Today we begin an eight-week series titled “In Search of the Good Life” a set of teachings about 

what Christians have called the classic virtues and vices of the human experience. We are 
undertaking this series because most people ask two basic questions every day of our lives: 
“What should I do?” and “What kind of person ought I become?” And, the Christian tradition has 
framed these two questions around the virtues and vices since the late fourth century.   
 

2. The First Covenant teaching team was attracted to this topic after being introduced to a recently 
published book by Karl Clifton-Soderstrom titled, The Cardinal and the Deadly: Reimagining the 
Seven Virtues and Seven Vices. 

 

 
 
3. “Who is Karl Clifton-Soderstrom?” You might ask. He is Associate Professor of Philosophy at 

North Park University, the University connected to the Covenant Church Denomination, a network 
of churches that our congregation is a part of. And, Karl and his wife Michelle Clifton-Soderstrom, 
professor of Theology and Ethics at North Park Seminary, are friends, to me and to First 
Covenant. 

 
4. Karl’s book has somewhat of a scholarly bent to it, but it is approachable. You can buy it through 

normal retailers, and we have a few copies available in the church library if you want to check it 
out and read along with the teaching series. Our sermons will not repeat much of Karl’s writing, 
but we are going to interact with his thinking, and we have, with Karl’s permission, adopted some 
parts of his book’s framework. It is important that Karl is gratefully acknowledged because his 
thinking provided excellent springboards for our content development. 
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Introduction 
 
1. The back door to our house has squeaked loudly from the day we moved in February 2015 until 

about a month ago. The obnoxious squeaking sound (demonstrate) had finally gotten to me. It 
only took a little over a year, but I did reach a breaking point! I couldn’t find my small can of oil 
because of the move, of course, so, what was supposed to be a five minute chore expanded into 
a trip to the hardware store, but, after oiling the hinges, the squeak was gone! Mission 
accomplished! 
 
Then, I got thinking, that if I had put up with one squeaky door, I probably ignored other squeaky 
doors around the house as well. And, that indeed was the case! The front door and two bedroom 
doors were all squeaking loudly. A little oil, all better. My personality is that of “high achiever” and 
this felt great--I was getting stuff done! So, I looked around at what else might need some oil…and 
I my brain raced--”oh, right, the front closet doors that I thought were hopelessly miss-aligned 
because I have had to practically yank the doors off their hinges to get them open.”  
 
It was the same routine every time guests came over: grab the handles, pull as if I was attempting 
to win a world’s strongest man tug of rope, and pray that the doors didn’t rip away from the frame. 
I threw some oil on the small steel ball bearings on the top of the entryway doors. And, like magic 
the entry closet doors opened with great ease! One year of squeaks and muscle strains solved in 
only minutes. It was a small hassle that paid big dividends and I regretted that I haven’t paid better 
attention to those small household hinges.  
 

2. I reflected some about why I put off oiling the squeaky hinges. And, while the thought of “I’m too 
busy” comes to mind, I think that greater reason is that I thought that it would all be a big hairy 
deal to fix the problem. So, I just kept putting it off, and putting it off, only to be surprised that I 
could get at it with a small and simple investment of time.   
 
I believe there to be a corollary my experience and this matter of getting at the big virtues and 
vices of life. We think of them as these really big ideas that, of course everyone needs to work on, 
but who has the time to meditate for hours on how we can be less prideful and more wise? Right? 
But, what if the virtues and the vices are all around us and have squeaky hinges that, if paid 
attention to, might be of simple and practical help with in the bazillion things that we do in our day-
to-day lives?  
 
What if the virtues were not some kind of contest to have our names listed on a heavenly honor 
roll, but something that helps us in the small ways and work more like life tools that we can reach 
for when we have problems we need to solve? After all, the conversation about virtues and vices 
are about both informing who we are becoming as people and helping us to make day-to-day 
decisions. 

 
3. This is an introduction to the virtues and vices; so, let’s begin this series by reviewing the list. The 

virtues are divided into four cardinal virtues: 
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Cardinal Virtues 

 
Courage 

Temperance 
Justice 
Wisdom 

 
These date back to a time before Christian tradition. Greek philosophers Aristotle and Plato 
regarded these four virtues as paramount character traits. After the New Testament was written 
these four virtues became known as the “Cardinal Virtues” (or universally paramount virtues) 
while… 

 
Theological Virtues 

 
Faith 
Hope 
Love 

 
…were referred to as theological virtues1 reflecting the key theological innovations of Jesus that 
were developed and expanded upon by the New Testament writers. 
 

4. Then there is the other side of the ethical and moral equation, the vices. The seven vices are…  
 

The Seven Vices 
Pride 
Greed 

Gluttony 
Sloth 

Anger (Wrath) 
Lust 
Envy 

 
One historian of the virtues and vices notes that according to the early…  
 

“monastic writers, the [vices] were not exactly understood as sins, but as powerful imaginative 
constructs or passions that clouded the mind (or, they would say “the heart”) that led to 
misguided plans of action. If acted upon, they did lead to sin. The seven vices are like veils, 
illusions, and passions that cloud the heart and, as such, blocked that purity of heart by which 
one came to an experiential knowledge of God dwelling in the heart.” 2    

 
5. Those are the seven virtues and the seven vices. The premise of this teaching series, influenced 

by Clifton-Soderstrom’s book framework, is that the virtues and vices are not to be looked at in 
isolation, but paired together such that we are working on this whole conversation more honestly 
to who we are as people, sinner-saints seeking to be like Christ, continuously drawn to both 

                                                
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seven_virtues (accessed 4-15-16) 
2 Quote with some grammer adapations for ease of speaking--Cunningham, Lawrence S. (2012-11-26). The Seven 
Deadly Sins: A Visitor's Guide (p. 3). Ave Maria Press. Kindle Edition. 
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virtues and vices even while we want the virtuous life to win out. And, key to the pairing and our 
personal transformation is the hinges. Those ever present and often out of mind things that 
squeak to remind us when they are neglected. And, to remind us that they are holding together 
the thresholds of our day-to-day potentiality. 
 

6. That is a basic introduction to the topic of virtues and vices. Now, I am going to give us three 
examples of pairing and hinges in action. First with the Apostle Paul in the New Testament, and 
then two modern day examples. 

 
A. The Apostle Paul Finding the Hinges 
 
1. Author Karl Clifton-Soderstrom wrote in his book: “According to broader Christian tradition, a 

moral virtue is a settled disposition of a person to act in excellent and praiseworthy ways, 
cultivated over time through habit.3 And, a vice “is a settled disposition of a person to act in inferior 
and abhorrent ways, cultivated over time through habit.”4   
 
The Apostle Paul was drawn to the dynamics of human habits. First, because he was a reformed 
legalist who was almost destroyed by dogma and asceticism, or severe self-discipline. Second, 
because he had a passion for helping Christians see the importance of living like Jesus, the 
supreme example of virtue. This is why Paul wrote a great deal about the need for Christ followers 
to act in excellent and praiseworthy ways, and was a master at finding hinges between our 
redeemed consciences and our sin nature. 

 
2. For instance, in his letter to the Early Church in the Roman city of Philippi he rocked back and 

forth, like on a hinge, from high-minded theological thoughts to very practical teaching and 
sometimes he would name the key hinge. In chapter four Paul gave final thoughts about the good 
life: 

 
Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is 
pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think 
about such things. Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—
put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with you. 

Philippians 4:8-9, NIV 
 
3. Paul grounded virtuous living in thinking, practice, and imitation of his own struggle. Oh, he didn’t 

describe his struggle here, but Paul was as human as the rest of us. The surprise pivot here is 
that Paul promised that God’s peace and presence would come to those who work at such things. 
He did not say that peace would come once we achieve perfection, but peace is going to flow to 
those of us who are courageous enough to remain laser focused on emphasizing the true, the 
noble, the pure, the lovely, and the admirable, in spite of that which pulls at us internally and 
externally. 
 

                                                
3 Clifton-Soderstrom, Karl (2015-02-04). The Cardinal and the Deadly: Reimagining the Seven Virtues and Seven Vices 
(p. 4). Cascade Books, an Imprint of Wipf and Stock Publishers. Kindle Edition. 
4 IBID (p. 5) 
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4. In reading all of Paul’s letters it is clear that his journey toward the virtuous life was not always 
successful and he never claimed that he had arrived.5 In his letter to the Early Church in Rome he 
described his inner struggle as looking, well a little like this painting… 

 

 

…where a man is navigating down the middle of two shores competing for his attention. Looking 
at this image I can hear Paul’s words to the Early Church in Rome in which he said: 

 
“21 So I find this law at work: Although I want to do good, evil is right there with me. 22 For in my 
inner being I delight in God’s law; 23 but I see another law at work in me, waging war against 
the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within me.24 What a 
wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body that is subject to death?25 “ 

 

 

And, here is the hinge:  
 
“Thanks be to God, who delivers me through Jesus Christ our Lord!6…Therefore, there is now 
no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, 2 because through Christ Jesus the law of 
the Spirit who gives life has set you free from the law of sin and death.”  

 
5. Paul taught that in between our desire to do good and our temptation to do evil, the non-

condemning grace of Jesus transcends the old meritocracy system. The old merit-law based 
system demanded that God would only love people if they got it all right, and because they never 
got it right, things such as animal sacrifice were needed to make up the difference.  
In Jesus and with his death and resurrection it is as if God said, “stop that! Please relate to me on 
the basis of faith and the Christ Covenant where for all time because in this is it clarified that I love 
you first and always…so that you will get it right. Never the other way around.”  
 
And, what Paul is saying by using this hinge, is that the Spirit of God is always at the ready to help 
willing souls steer clear of the cloudiness of the vices and toward the virtues that give us peace. 
Paul’s hinge in this Romans passage is the non-condemnation of Christ and the power of the 
Spirit in our lives, and the hinge’s effect is that it removes the white-knuckled law based approach 
that we have to get everything right to be loved.  
 

                                                
5 Philippians 3. 
6 Romans 7:21-25; 8:1-2. NIV 
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We need to pay attention to that hinge! 
 

That’s an example from Paul. Now I am going to turn to two modern examples of virtues and vices 
and their hinges at work in every day 21st century life. 
 
B. A Stewardess Who Found a Hinge 
 
1. The first is an account of an airline flight attendant for Air Canada who was placed in a dilemma 

out of her control. She was in charge of a 6am flight from Saskatoon to Minneapolis but the 
departure was delayed because the truck that brings coffee and refreshments to the planes had 
broken down. The pilot made the executive decision that they were going to leave the 
refreshments behind in order to make their landing and connections as close as possible. And, it 
was the flight attendant’s job to manage the passenger environment, especially the road warriors 
who, as Parker Palmer the author of this account describes, are “a surly tribe, especially at that 
early hour.”7 

 
2. Sure enough, those sitting up front, the air road warriors began griping, loudly and at length about 

“incompetence” and lousy service. The lead flight attendant came to the center of the aisle with 
her mike and said, “Good morning! We're flying to Minneapolis today at an altitude of 30 
feet…” That, of course, evoked more scorn from the road warriors. 

 
Then she said, “Now that I have your attention... I know you're upset about the coffee. Well, get 
over it! Start sharing stuff with your seatmates. That bag of five peanuts you got on your last flight 
and put in your pocket? Tear it open and pass them around! Got gum or mints? Share them! You 
can't read all the sections of your paper at once. Offer them to each other! Show off the pictures of 
kids and grandkids you have in your wallets!" 
 
Palmer recounts that, “As she went on in that vein, people began laughing and doing what she 
had told them to do. A surly scene turned into summer camp!” 

3. This was a small virtue and vice moment, and it had a hinge. The vice that was in the air was 
greed. The hospitality truck had broken down. You can’t be both on time and sipping your coffee 
in that situation. Its greedy to think that you should have both. The virtue present in the room was 
hope. The flight attendant had hope that, if she challenged the surly bunch to more human and 
generous than greedy and privileged, they would respond in a positive manner.  
 
It is important to recognize the flight attendant’s leadership in this moment because the hinge of 
this story is “time,” and everyone’s choice to decide how they were going to view the next few 
hours of travel ahead of them on the plane ride. With humor and challenge as her trick, she 
convinced the passengers that they were going to be spending the same amount of time under 
the same level of inconvenience, so they might as well make the best of it.  
 

4. About an hour into the flight the lead attendant passed by Parker Palmer’s seat where he signaled 
to her, “What you did was really amazing," he said. "Where can I send a letter of commendation?” 
“Thanks,” she said, “I’ll get you a form.” She was apparently familiar with Jesus’ ministry because 

                                                
7 This story was written by Parker Palmer at: http://www.onbeing.org/blog/parker-palmer-loaves-and-fishes-are-not-
dead/8574 (accessed 4-16-16) 
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she leaned down and whispered in his ear, (probably in reference to the 5 peanuts comment) "The 
loaves and fishes are not dead." 

 
The third teaching in this series is going to talk about the pairing of greed and hope, and their hinge of 
“the manner with which humans live into time” 
 
B. A Christian in St Cloud Who Found a Hinge 
 
1. The second modern account of two people who found a hinge in the world of virtues and vices is 

about two people from St. Cloud, Minnesota: Natalie Ringsmuth and Haji Yusuf. 
 

 
 

Natalie and Haji are leaders of “#Unitecloud,” a grass roots social movement in St Cloud 
organized in response to several documented racially and culturally biased crimes against people 
of color and Muslims who live in the city.8 
 
Natalie is a Christian, described by Haji as a “conservative Christian.”  Haji is a Somali man, and 
Muslim who grew up in Kenya, graduated from St. Cloud State University, and chose to stay in the 
St. Cloud area to raise his family and help his community.  

 
2. I first heard of Natalie and Haji this past Wednesday at an event titled, “Islamophobia” hosted by 

former Vice President Walter Mondale, U.S. District Court Chief Judge John Tunheim, U.S. 
Attorney Andrew Luger and Amran Farah, Vice Chair of the North American Somali Bar 
Association.  
 
I had kind of a classic Collison moment at the start of the event because I rolled up on my bike to 
the Dorsey and Whitney Law firm office on the corner of Nicollet and 6th, did my normal swap out 
of biking gear for business attire, and raced to the 15th floor just a few minutes before it began. Of 
course, the large room was already mostly full, and in attendance were about 200 lawyers and a 
few clergy and business leaders. There were no available seats except the front row tables that all 
had “RESRVED” signs on them.  
 

3. But, the “RESERVED” tables were only half full! So, I went to the first table “oh, someone is 
coming to sit here.” Then the next, “uh, I think someone is coming, I’m not sure.” The one at the 
far end was crazy empty except for three men. “Ah, that looks good.” I said to myself. And, so I 
finagled my way over to the far end table and dropped my elegant back pack (ok, very large 

                                                
8 http://www.unitecloud.org/ (accessed 4-17-16) 
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backpack) and asked one of the men if it was ok if I sat down, and he said, “sure, why not?” So, I 
did. 
 
I learned later, when he got up to give a speech, that permission giving person was U.S. District 
Court Chief Judge John Tunheim. Of course, I had sort of already realized where I sat because of 
who I recognized as my table partner when I turned to my right: 

 

 
 
I am proud to say that Walter Mondale and I know each other on a first name basis. I know his first 
name! And, he smiled at me like he knew me! That counts, right? And, it was then, of course, that 
I realized that I had plopped down at the table of dignitaries with my big huge backpack. It really 
was a true Collison moment. Because as hard as I try to be aware, sometimes, cluelessness just 
sneaks up on me! 
 

4. This was a remarkable event that was largely about four people’s stories.9 
 

 
 

• Lul Hersi is a St Cloud mother of four who has been yelled at while waiting at a stop light, 
“Go home refugee” and “You are taking benefits and money from Americans.” And, her 
children are bullied at school, like the time their food trays were overturned and they were 
called terrorists. Lul has lived and worked to support her family in the United States for 23 
years.  

 
• Asma Jama was attacked in a Coon Rapids Applebee’s by a restaurant patron who flew 

into a rage because she spoke a foreign language. She was hit in the face with a beer mug 

                                                
9 http://www.startribune.com/minnesota-legal-community-somali-americans-latest-to-unite-to-confront-
islamophobia/375589591/ (accessed 4-16-16) 
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leaving permanent scars. This was the first time she encountered anything like this in the 
15 years she has lived here. And, it left more than physical scars for her and her family’s 
sense of personal safety. 

 
• Deepinder Myell is Indian, and a Twin Cities attorney who was attending a Vikings game at 

TCF stadium when an aggressive Vikings fan pushed aside other people and pointed a 
finger in his face, demanding to know if he was a refugee. He wrote in a Star Tribune 
OPED that “What was most unsettling was the silence surrounding me. As I looked around, 
I didn’t know who was an ally or an enemy. In those hushed whispers, I felt like I was alone, 
unsafe and surrounded. It was the type of silence that emboldens a man to play inquisitor.”  

 
• The fourth panelist was Haji Yusef, one of the two organizers of #unitestcloud. Unitestcloud 

is the group that influenced the State’s policy on personalized license plates after a 
teenager sent him a picture of Minnesota State license plate that had the letter “F” before 
an abbreviation for “Muslims.”10Haji spent time at Wednesday’s forum talking about his 
friendship with Natalie Ringsmuth and how they as Christian and Muslim work together to 
humanize the conversation and bring people together because of their faith commitments. 

 
5. Together, Natalie and Haji find themselves in the middle of several pairs of vices and virtues: Envy 

and Courage; Anger (or Wrath) and Justice, and the supreme matter of loving your neighbor, 
which both religious traditions lift up as paramount. Haji said, “I know that the Muslim faith has 
radical corners, just as all religions have radical corners. But, I was never taught to hate anyone. I 
was never taught to hate westerners. I was taught to love others out of obedience to God.” 

 
Natalie and Haji posted on their website:11 

 
Often we allow misinformation and dehumanizing stereotypes to make untrue assumptions of 
our neighbors. By telling our stories, YOUR story, we can give a face to the disenfranchised 
and show others that there is more to each issue than meets the eye. 
 
WHO IS YOUR NEIGHBOR? 
 
LGBT, Muslims, Christians, Immigrants, Disabled, Homeless, Poor, Women, Whites, Blacks, 
and on and on. We all have biases. They influence how we treat each other. You don’t have to 
agree with your neighbor’s lifestyle to promote a culture of respect.  You don’t have to agree 
on anything to be kind. Our commonality is based in our humanness. Take time to look them in 
the eye, learn their story, and see how much we all hold in common. 

 
6. Here’s the deal in all this: Natalie and Haji are not only embodying the virtues, they are smart 

about how the vices worked into the fear and hatred narratives within their community. And, they 
paid attention to the hinges…to the hinges that we are going to look at in the days ahead 
including: 

 
Envy and Courage (Hinge: How one relates to the goodness in others) 
 

                                                
10 http://minnesota.cbslocal.com/2016/02/22/minnesota-dps-revokes-anti-muslim-license-plate-deemed-offensive/ 
(Accessed 4-16-16) 
11 http://www.unitecloud.org/about-us/ (accessed 4-16-16) 
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Anger and Justice (Hinge: How we respond to the systematic sins that pervade our world) 
 
Just Love! (Hinges: Giving and receiving, its both) 

 
Conclusion 
 
1. These stories and this introduction are to help us see that the historic framework of Christian 

virtues and vices is not too big to see taking place in our ordinary lives. And, this conversation is 
not about getting on some heavenly honor roll. This conversation gives us vision for a healthy 
moral identity that helps us live ethically, empathetically, and peace-filled lives. 
 
The pairings are important, but the hinges are the real secret. Heather Albinson, the First 
Covenant Visual Artist in Residence, is going to be drafting original creative illustrations that 
interact with the hinges that the teaching team present each week. In a long discussion about 
hinges this past week, the team agreed that we were going to just have the images speak for 
themselves and be available for you to wrestle with on your own.  

 
Today, we just have a simple image of a hinge, to prepare our minds for the journey. 

 

 
 

But, in the weeks to come, there will be a new illustration every week. These illustrations are for 
the purpose of helping us realize that along the way we will be drawn more easily to some virtues 
than others, and wrestle with some vices more than others as well. The images are given to us as 
a way to personalize what is being presented. That is why we are not going to tell you what they 
mean. 

 
2. If we give ourselves to this two-month conversation it will make our lives better. We will be more 

equipped to make better decisions, have more empathy for others, and we will, as the Apostle 
Paul taught, be afforded more of God’s peace because we are operating in sync with the way we 
were designed to live by our creator. 

 
Prayer 
 
God of wisdom, faith, hope, temperance, courage, justice and love---we are grateful that you invite us 
to the virtuous life without condemnation for the ways we inevitably entertain pride, sloth, greed, lust, 
gluttony, envy, and anger. Jesus, you are our vision of the virtuous life. Holy Spirit be our guide on 
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this journey. God—Creator, Son, and Holy Spirit, help us to see and reflect on the hinges so that we 
will have greater moral clarity and love others more like you love others. 
 
In Jesus Name. 
 
Amen. 
 
Benediction 
 
As the new week now begins, may we see the virtues and vices, and their hinges, as a way to 
develop a healthy moral identity, love more ethical and empathic lives, and have more of God’s peace 
with us every day. 
 
Go in peace. Amen. 
 


