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The Inner Work: An Interfaith Exploration of the Seven Deadly Sins and Lively 
Virtues 

Part 5: Gluttony vs. Temperance 
Rev. Eric Eugene Elnes, Ph.D. 

First Congregational Church of Eugene 
March 22, 2026 

 
Scripture: 1 Thessalonians 5:18 

 
(Sermon to be preceded by playing of Dave Matthews Band’s song, “Too Much.”) 

 
One reason I’m a fan of bringing secular music into church is that a life of faith engages all of life, 
yet music written specifically for church use can sometimes put such a large halo on life that it 
crowds out real-life experience. Try finding a hymn that wrestles with gluttony or most of the 
Seven Deadly Sins. 
 
I don’t say that to mock church music. Much of it I love dearly. But I do have a serious concern. 
Jesus said, “I have come to call not the righteous, but sinners.” And of course he was once 
accused of being a glutton and a drunkard, cavorting with tax collectors, prostitutes, and other 
sinners of his day. By the standards he himself followed, you would expect to find his ongoing 
presence reflected not only in music about saintliness but in music that dares to acknowledge 
our mess. 
 

I eat too much 
I drink too much 
I want too much 

Too much 
 
What is Dave Matthews’s song if not a full-throated confession of sin? Not sin as something 
that brings God’s judgment crashing down on us, as if God has some twisted need to kick us 
while we’re down, but sin as it really is: burden. What Matthews names is not so much excess 
but the ache of a life that never feels like enough. Do you know that ache? 
 
One of the classic Christian descriptions of gluttony comes from Gregory the Great, later 
echoed by Thomas Aquinas: too much, too soon, too fancy, too eager, too fussy. Call 
them the Terrible Too’s. At one level, they describe our relationship with food. But at a 
deeper level, they name a pattern in the soul: the moment desire outruns wisdom, gratitude, 
and enough, gluttony begins. 
 
Let’s consider a few of these briefly. 
 
1. Too Much 
 
I have long maintained that Cheetos are one of the world’s most perfectly—and deceptively—
engineered foods. They are designed to light up the brain’s pleasure receptors, reduce 
resistance, and keep your hand moving back to the bag before your body has fully said, 
“Enough.” If I open a bag of Cheetos—of whatever size—I’m not likely to close it until it’s 
empty. 
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That makes Cheetos a small parable of gluttony in modern life, where products are engineered 
to stimulate appetite, optimize desire, and decrease discernment. 
 
Cheetos are hardly the exception. Our economy expands when we consume more and 
contracts when we consume less. Which means vast parts of our system are constantly 
incentivized to keep us wanting, reaching, consuming—and rarely to help us pause long enough 
to ask, “Do I really need this? Do I even truly want it? Or have I simply been trained to crave 
more?” 
 
II. Too Soon 
 
I’m a gadget guy. I don’t have loads of gadgets, but once I become convinced that some new 
piece of tech might actually help me write better, manage life more efficiently, or experience 
music and film more fully, I can feel the pull almost immediately. I don’t just want to decide. I 
want to possess. 
 
And God forbid I look it up online. Then the ads start hunting me everywhere I go, like sharks 
smelling blood. One minute I’m on BibleGateway looking up scripture, and the next minute the 
Canon R6 Mark II I was eyeing on B&H Photo is popping up with the message, “Did you leave 
something in your cart?” Never mind that the verse in front of me says, “companions of 
gluttons shame their parents.” I’m already hovering over the Purchase button. And then comes 
the final temptation: two-day shipping! 
 
The issue isn’t that I shouldn’t have the camera. The issue is how quickly desire moves from 
possibility to necessity. Those cameras are doing a marvelous job filming the Converging Paths 
Podcast. Yet, when an entire system is designed to prevent desire from ever ripening into 
discernment, the odds favor the house. 
 
III. Too Fussy 
 
I think you can do your own inner work when it comes to gluttony’s “too fancy” and “too 
eager” characteristics. But what about “too fussy”? 
 
In Letter 17 of The Screwtape Letters—C. S. Lewis’s satirical book in which a senior devil 
coaches a junior devil in the art of temptation—Lewis takes up gluttony from a surprisingly 
revealing angle. He says the more dangerous form is often not “gluttony of Excess,” but 
“gluttony of Delicacy.” In other words: fussiness. 
 
Lewis sketches an older woman who insists that all she wants is a cup of tea made just right, or 
an egg boiled just right, or toast done properly. The quantities are small. The requests sound 
harmless, even modest. But that is Lewis’s point. Because she wants less rather than more, she 
never imagines herself gluttonous. She thinks of herself as restrained, even temperate. Yet her 
appetite has quietly taken over her life. She has become, as Lewis says, an “All-I-want” soul. 
 
“All I want is a cup of tea, properly brewed, and a slice of toast, properly crisped.” Beware that 
word “properly”!  Lewis’s point is not simply that she is fussy. It is that her fussiness has 
become excessive, and that is what makes it gluttony. She is chasing a pleasure she imagines she 
remembers from childhood—the feeling that once came with the toast and tea, not just the 
toast and tea themselves. But that feeling cannot be recovered through food “properly” 
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prepared. The more she chases it, the more disappointed she becomes, and the more she 
alienates the people around her. 
 
She is not eating too much. She is demanding that reality conform to her desire.  
 
Before moving on, take just a moment to consider which of the Terrible Too’s tend to add 
unnecessary burden to your own life: too much, too soon, too fancy, too eager, too fussy. 
 
IV. Dayenu 
 
In the Jewish calendar this year, Passover begins just before Maundy Thursday. On the first 
night of Passover, the Seder supper is eaten—the very meal we know as Jesus’ Last Supper. 
 
One of the songs sung at Passover Seders for well over a thousand years is Dayenu. In Hebrew, 
it means, “It would have been enough.” 
 
Dayenu moves step by step through the story of salvation: God bringing the Jews out of Egypt, 
through the sea, across the wilderness, into Sabbath, up to Sinai, into the land, toward the holy. 
And at every step, the people pause and sing, “If you had only done this … it would have been 
enough.” 
 
In other words, the song climbs by gratitude. Each verse adds one more mercy, recognizing that 
if God would have stopped there, it would have been enough. Dayenu teaches the heart to stop 
at every stage of our own journey and say, “If I had received nothing more than this, it would 
have been enough.” 
 
Imagine living like that. Every step of your life … enough. 
 
What I love about Dayenu is that it points directly to the antidote to gluttony. In the Christian 
tradition, that antidote is called temperance. But temperance is often misunderstood as mere 
restraint, as if it meant clenching the soul shut and denying desire. In truth, temperance is not 
the shrinking of desire but its healing. It is the cultivation of a grateful heart so awake to 
blessing that it no longer has to grasp for more. 
 
Many of our most famous philosophers recognized the power of temperance: 
 

• Seneca says, “It is not the person who has too little, but the person who craves more, 
that is poor. 

• Epictetus says, “Wealth consists not in having great possessions, but in having few 
wants.” 

• Lao Tzu, founder of Taoism, says, “If you realize you have enough, you are truly rich.” 
 
V. Replacing Diet with Dayenu 
 
The wonderful thing about this Dayenu quality at the heart of temperance is that it really 
works. I know this from personal experience. 
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One of the forms of gluttony I have struggled with most of my life is the kind most people think 
of first: excessive food. I want to say clearly that not all overweight people are gluttons. Many 
have been judged unfairly in that way, when genetics and other factors play a significant role. 
But in my own case, my struggle with weight really has been bound up with excessive desire—
even compulsion—around food. 
 
Something changed in 2017. For thirty years before then, I had steadily gained weight, even 
though I tried diet after diet. I could lose twenty pounds and gain thirty back in short order. But 
in 2017, when I weighed about twenty pounds more than I do now, I decided I was done 
dieting. Not done trying. Just done dieting. Instead, I decided to practice temperance. More 
specifically, I decided to practice Dayenu with food. 
 
At lunch and dinner, I would serve myself whatever portion my heart desired. But before taking 
a bite, I would divide that portion in half, and then divide one of those halves in half again. So 
my plate looked like a half-moon on one side, and two quarter-moons on the other. 
 
Then I would focus only on one of those quarters, savoring each bite as if it were the only food 
on my plate. And with each morsel, I gave thanks: If this is all I have, it would be enough. By the 
time I finished that first quarter—eating slowly, gratefully, receiving it as enough—I was usually 
so satisfied that I could stop right there. If I was still hungry, I would eat more. But almost every 
time, I left the table deeply satisfied, without ever touching at least half my plate. 
 
The twenty pounds I lost following that routine were the easiest weight I ever lost. I’m still 
clearly on a journey toward optimum weight, mostly because I drifted away from the practice, 
but it has changed my relationship to food. It taught my body, not just my mind, that smaller 
portions can be more than enough. It has been nearly ten years, and I have not regained the 
weight. 
 
What changed me was not willpower. It was gratitude. It was learning, one quarter-plate at a 
time, to say: This is enough. 
 
And not only with food. Each day, I look back over the day before with gratitude. If I had only 
awakened in a warm bed with a roof over my head, it would have been enough. If I had only 
awakened beside the woman I love, it would have been enough. If I had only risen, taken a hot 
shower, and eaten simple food in peace, it would have been enough. And so the meditation 
goes, rung by rung, mercy by mercy, until I have climbed a ladder of gratitude into the present 
moment. 
 
So what, then, is temperance? 
 
It is not the death of desire. It is the healing of desire. It is the soul learning to stop long enough 
to say: 
This is gift. 
This is grace. 
This is enough. 
 
Which is why I now hear Dayenu echoing in Paul’s words: 
“Give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.”  
(1 Thessalonians 5:18) 
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Not for all circumstances. 
Paul is not asking us to call evil good, or pain a blessing. 
He is asking something harder, and holier: 
to learn how to give thanks in all circumstances. 
In hunger and in fullness. 
In joy and in sorrow. 
In plenty and in want. 
In the meal before us. 
In the breath within us. 
In the mercy already given. 
 
Gluttony says, “More, and then I will be at peace.”  
Temperance says, “Peace is here. Gratitude is now.” 
 
The question is not how much you have. The question is whether you can recognize when it is 
enough. So perhaps the holiest words we can speak in an age of gluttony are not “more,” but 
“thank you.” 
 
Not “what else?” but “this is enough.” 
 
Amen. 
 
 

Questions for Individual and Small-Group Reflection 
 
1. Chasing “More” The sermon suggests that gluttony isn’t just about consumption, but 
about the restless drive for more—more comfort, more control, more certainty.  
 
Where in your life do you find yourself chasing “more,” even when you already have enough? 
 
2. The “Too Muchness” Within The “Terrible Too’s” (too much, too soon, too fancy, too 
eager, too fussy) describe ways desire can outrun wisdom and gratitude.  
 
Which of these feels most familiar or burdensome for you right now—and what does that reveal about 
what you’re really seeking? 
 
3. When Desire Takes Over C. S. Lewis describes a kind of gluttony where we quietly insist 
that things be “just right.”  
 
Where do you notice yourself demanding that reality conform to your preferences—and how does that 
affect your relationships or inner peace? 
 
4. Gratitude vs. Control Gluttony says, “More, and then I’ll be at peace.” Temperance says, 
“Peace is here.”  
 
Be honest: which of those voices feels more true in your life right now—and what would it take to trust 
gratitude instead of control, even in a small way this week? 


