
22nd August 2021 
 

Excess 
 

“To gilt refinèd gold, to paint the lily, 
To throw a perfume on the violet, 

To smooth the ice, or add another hue 
Unto the rainbow, or with taper light 

To seek the beauteous eye of heaven to garnish, 
Is wasteful and ridiculous excess.” 

William Shakespeare, King John  
 

The scene is King John’s palace. “Here once again we sit, once again 

crown'd, and looked upon, I hope, with cheerful eye,” the king announces. 

But the Earl of Salisbury questions whether being crowned will make the 

king any greater than he already was? And in the speech quoted above – 

from which we get the oft mis-quoted “to gild the lily” – he suggests it is 

“wasteful and ridiculous excess” always to try to top what you have.  

The second of the three maxims from the ancient Greek Temple of 

Apollo was “Nothing to Excess”, advice Salisbury is clearly offering as 

guidance to his king, and a mantra for living we would all do well to heed.  

I attended a talk by an economist before the pandemic and was 

disturbed by his answer to a question. He’d suggested that a commercial 

enterprise needed to increase its margin of profitability by a greater 

percentage each year to be deemed successful. To stay at the same level 

was failure, even though the enterprise continued to make large profits. 

“Why the pressure,” he was asked, “to get bigger and better? Why not be 

happy with a regular profit rather than looking for it to be excessive?” And 

the reply? “It’s the way of things in business and commerce.”  

But need it be so? The book of Ecclesiasticus in The Apocrypha 

suggests, “When thou hast enough, remember the time of hunger.” I 

would add, “When you’ve had enough, remember the hungry, remember 

the damage excess can cause to you and others.”  

The American Evangelist, Frank Buchman, founder of the Moral Re-

armament movement, wrote in Remaking the World in 1947, “There is 

enough in the world for everyone’s need, but not enough for everyone’s 

greed.” Excess can do damage, to self and to others, to an individual life 

and to society as a whole. Any excess is, indeed, “wasteful and ridiculous”.  
 

A prayer for today 

Lord, let loving as you love me my only excess. Amen 
 

An original reflection by © Tom Gordon         Also available at https://swallowsnestnet.wordpress.com  
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