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“All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that 

good men do nothing.”  It’s an oft-cited quotation.  It 

was Edmund Burke, the C18th Irish philosopher and 

politician who said it.  Apologies for the lack of gender 

inclusive vocabulary, but that is how things got said 

back in the 1700s: “All that is necessary for the 

triumph of evil is that good men do nothing.”  I 

suppose the reason it is so often quoted is because it so 

pithily expresses a sobering truth which challenges the 

consciences of all of us:  you don’t have to be bad to do 

evil; even good people can be responsible for it. 

 

That’s challenging because I suspect most of us can be 

fairly confident that we’re not bad people.  I’m sure we 

all, each one of us, have our fair share of neuroses.  I’m 

hoping, at least, that I’m not the only one here who can 

lie awake at night beating myself up over some 

perceived failing or weakness.  I’m equally sure that 

some of us will be burdened by the guilt of knowing 

that we’ve done something terrible and caused hurt 

that simply can’t be undone with all the goodwill in the 

world. 

 

But even when all that is said and done, none of us 

assumes the persona of a pantomime baddie.  None of 

us sets out to be bad person; none of us has as our 

professed aim the suppression of all that is good and 

the triumph of all that is evil.  In fact, in my 

experience, our capacity for self-justification is 

enormous.  In 12 years as a matrimonial lawyer I only 

ever met one person – literally just one person - who 

showed any shame for having an affair.  What all the 

others said was that their spouse was such a rotter that 

they were driven into the consolation of someone else’s 

bed – and the point is that they were sincere when 

they said it. 

 

The challenge of Jeremiah pierces the very heart of 

this self-assurance.  We could allow Jeremiah to 
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present us with all sorts of issues that we could get 

bogged down in.  We could search for a long time and 

try to analyse the precise historical context in which 

the book of Jeremiah was written.  We could get 

engrossed in the debates about whether Jeremiah ever 

was a historical figure or whether his character is a 

narrative devise to weave together a miscellany of 

texts.  What might be more fruitful would be to detain 

ourselves over questioning the big theological 

assumptions on which this evening’s passage is based.   

 

The assumption is that when things go wrong it is 

because God is exacting his wrath against us for 

something we’ve done.  That’s a massive assumption, 

and it’s a massively questionable assumption, or rather 

a massively questionable set of assumptions.  Firstly 

we’ve got to decide whether we believe in God’s wrath 

at all.  I think there’s some force in the suggestion that 

we can go too far in sanitising all aspects of wrath out 

of our apprehension of God.  If all we’re left with is a 

cuddly figure who never challenges us, or ever instils 

in us any sense of accountability, then we probably 

have gone too far.  But a capricious and angry old man 

who needs to be placated is, I hope, an image of God 

we’ve grown out of; or at least something we can 

identify as a cruel psychological tyranny from which 

we need to be liberated. 

 

But once we’ve decided what level of God’s 

wrathfulness we are going to allow, it seems to me that 

to suggest that the way God expresses that wrath is 

through disasters is quite monstrous.  I know that 

some on the American right would speak precisely in 

those terms but I don’t think, in Britain, it’s 

representative at all of the nature of belief in God.  

When that UKIP candidate suggested that flooding in 

the Somerset Levels was because God was angry about 

gay marriage, I don’t think any of us took it seriously.  

It was just something we all had a good laugh about 

when we were watching ‘Have I Got News You?’ 
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So when we read Jeremiah and we read that the 

political and military integrity of the Hebrew people 

has been annihilated by Assyria; and we hear Jeremiah 

perhaps, perhaps looking on from Egypt and saying 

God has made it happen because he’s cross about 

people’s unwitting insincerity (or because they’re not 

as sincere as they think they are) we’re engaging with a 

belief system that’s a million miles away from the way 

that we actually believe in God. 

 

But that doesn’t mean that Jeremiah has nothing to 

say to us.  When he says “Do not trust in these 

deceptive words: ‘This is the temple of the Lord, the 

temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord’” he speaks 

to us directly.  When he says “Has this house, which is 

called by my name, become a den of robbers?” the 

challenge finds its mark directly on us.  And the 

challenge requires us to examine where we, people of 

good faith as we are, seeking to work out our faith and 

live our lives with as much integrity as we can, are 

nevertheless not as sincere as we think we are. 

Don’t get me wrong.  We live in the C21st.  We don’t 

think the Priory’s going to be struck by lightning if we 

fail to buy fair trade coffee.  We don’t believe the 

advance of so-called Islamic State over Europe will 

become inevitable if we succumb to compassion 

fatigue over the migrant crisis. 

 

But the challenge does invite us, as we come here, to 

open our hearts to God; to allow God’s Spirit to mould 

our social, economic and political dispositions to 

correspond to the values of his Kingdom; and to be 

protected from our secret faults. 

 

Amen.   


