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Scripture Lessons  

Romans 6:1-14     What then are we to say? Should we continue in sin in order that grace may abound? 2By no means! How can we who died to sin go on living in it? 3Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? 4Therefore we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.  5For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his. 6We know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to sin. 7For whoever has died is freed from sin. 8But if we have died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him. 9We know that Christ, being raised from the dead, will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him. 10The death he died, he died to sin, once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God. 11So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.  12Therefore, do not let sin exercise dominion in your mortal bodies, to make you obey their passions. 13No longer present your members to sin as instruments* of wickedness, but present yourselves to God as those who have been brought from death to life, and present your members to God as instruments* of righteousness. 14For sin will have no dominion over you, since you are not under law but under grace. 

Galatians 5:13-26    For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters;* only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence,* but through love become slaves to one another. 14For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ 15If, however, you bite and devour one another, take care that you are not consumed by one another. 16 Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh. 17For what the flesh desires is opposed to the Spirit, and what the Spirit desires is opposed to the flesh; for these are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what you want. 18But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not subject to the law. 19Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, 20idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, 21envy,* drunkenness, carousing, and things like these. I am warning you, as I warned you before: those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.   22By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 23gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against such things. 24And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. 25If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit. 26Let us not become conceited, competing against one another, envying one another. 

Matthew 9:32-34

After they had gone away, a demoniac who was mute was brought to him. 33And when the demon had been cast out, the one who had been mute spoke; and the crowds were amazed and said, ‘Never has anything like this been seen in Israel.’ 34But the Pharisees said, ‘By the ruler of the demons he casts out the demons.’* 


SERMON

January 31, 2010

So here’s a big question (in two parts):  does our Christian faith affect our daily behaviors?  And, if so, precisely how?

To answer this question we can look, first of all, at the evidence of our direct experience.  We’ve seen Christians behave admirably (in Christ-like ways) as they have chosen to sell all and give to the poor, and to tend the needs of lepers despite the risk of contracting the disease, and to refuse easy opportunities to steal or lie or damage the well-being of another for personal gain.  But then  we have also seen Christians behave shamefully as they have mounted crusades to kill those who are not like-minded, and have enslaved other human beings, and have spread false rumors with their gossip to greatly damage a life.  The evidence of our direct experience with real Christians does not lead us to see precisely how the Christian faith affects our daily behavior choices, does it?  Put simply, just because you are a Christian doesn’t mean that you will predictably behave in perfect obedience to your Lord Jesus Christ.
So then, what does it mean?  What can we expect from our faith in terms of our behavior? 

The classic Lutheran approach to this question is to first try to think it through theologically.  (Bear with me:  I’m going to do a bunch of theology with you now!)  

Lutherans trust Scripture and reason (and I would add, music), along with direct experience, to help us form reasonable expectations for human behaviors.  We place a healthy measure of confidence in a well-thought-out a understanding of what it means to be human in order to form reasonable expectations for human behavior.  For example, if we understand humans to be basically good, then it is reasonable to expect humans to exhibit good behavior most of the time.  And, if we understand humans to be basically evil, then it is reasonable to expect humans to exhibit bad behavior much of the time.  It is pretty simple.  You know the tree by its fruit.

But this is too simple, considering the evidence of both good and bad behavior by Christians.  So we must ask, what accounts for this mix?

Lutherans answer this with the phrase that simul iustus et peccator, which is often rendered in English as “saint and sinner at the same time.”  Here’s how the logic runs.  We begin as sinful selves, the product of a fallen world.  Our Rite for Holy Baptism reads, “We are born children of a fallen humanity.”  We admit what the evidence shows, that humans are neither born nor continue in innocent perfection; we sin because we are, indeed, sinners.  In response to this, God acts on our behalf.  God becomes human in Jesus and takes our sins upon himself so that we are “reborn children of God and inheritors of eternal life.”  Born, and reborn, and so it remains for now:  two complete selves live in the same person, which sounds eerily like a kind of spiritual schizophrenia.  It is not a mixture of selves, 30% of one and 70% of the other.  It is the co-existence of two complete selves, 100% of each, and it doesn’t add up!  But it does ring true, which is why the Apostle Paul’s confession from Romans 7 finds us nodding our heads with sympathy:  I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. … For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing…wretched man that I am!  St. Paul is not just describing a bad day; St. Paul is expressing a war of two selves that is going on inside himself, a war that we Lutherans believe is going on in each of us, too.

So, if as humans we are indeed of two minds—or, better, of two selves—no wonder the behavior choices we make in a day are mixed!

So what does this mean for those whose hope is to behave admirably rather than shamefully?  How do we overcome the sinful self that the saintly self may flourish?

Lutherans recognize that there is but one way to do this, and it is not the way that most people would expect.  Most folks would expect that the way to behave well is simply to try hard to do so, and, if you are not succeeding, well, just try harder.  The popular notion is that everything would be fine is we would Just say no, or Just make good choices, or Just do the right thing.  But this understanding ignores what we just affirmed from St. Paul, what I want to do, I do not do, but what I hate to do, (this I do)…  No, “just try harder” is not enough.  The sinful self cannot be meaningfully changed by mere effort, any more than a human can change into a rock just by trying hard enough.  No, the sinful-self must be removed so that the saintly-self can flourish, and that this can happen only by some power greater than ourselves.

Lutherans believe that this is what Jesus accomplished for the whole world by taking the world’s sinful selves upon his innocent self unto death.  Lutherans believe that God in Christ accomplished this for all, not just for some who happen to call themselves Christians. The only difference is that Christians believe it enough to claim it for their lives.  

We begin to make this claim for our lives in our baptism.  Baptism is a sign of what a gracious God does for us and an ongoing confirmation of this belief.  I’d like to summarize this by having you take your red Evangelical Book of Worship (right now) and turn in the back to page 1165, where you will find Luther’s Small Catechism. 


Under Roman Numeral IV we read:  “What, then, is the significance of such a baptism with water?  It signifies that the old person in us with all sins and evil desires is to be drowned and die through daily sorrow for sin and through repentance, and on the other hand that daily a new person is to come forth and rise up to live before God in righteousness and purity forever.  Where is this written?  St. Paul says in Romans 6, “We have been buried with Christ by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we, too, might walk in newness of life.”
How do we walk in this newness of life?  How do we make choices for our daily behavior based on our faith?  By living in the promise of our baptism!—the promise that God has joined us to the death and resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ and has thereby defeated the evil that feeds our sinful-selves so that the new saintly-self may arise!  And how has God defeated our sinful selves?  In the same way that Lincoln said you defeat an enemy, by making him your friend.  God has made the sinner a saint by the friendly act of forgiveness, which changes the relationship by saying, “As far as I am concerned, you are my enemy no more.”  

We walk in newness of life, we make daily decisions based on faith, by living out of the new selves we have been given to be, the saintly-selves that understand living by “get-to”  rather than “got to.”  The saintly-self understands that the real “got to” in our lives comes from a bondage to our sinful selves.  Our sinful selves are enslaved to the got-tos that masquerade as freedoms, which compel us to cheat, lie, steal, hurt, blame, betray and so forth because we’ve “got to” serve ourselves above all else.  The saintly-self understands that the real “get to” in our lives comes from the Spirit of God, who frees us to live by love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 23gentleness, and self-control (which is the fruit of the Spirit).  It is NOT that we’ve “got to” behave well by trying harder and harder, but that we “get to” behave well as a gift of God, despite the awesome power of “the devil, the world, and our sinful selves” (to use Luther’s phrase describing the unholy trinity) to tempt us otherwise.

This is the good news that the saintly-self understands and trusts:  we get to.  Raised to a new self in Christ, we get to make fruitful choices for our behaviors each day.
Well, dear friends, I have now spent two-thirds of my sermon slogging through Lutheran theology with hopes that I might stir your saintly selves to re-claim this get-to faith.  For it is only out of our saintly selves that we can make the admirable behavior choices that follow Jesus in blessed obedience, serve the world, and up-build the Body of Christ—which is the kind of behavior that we are called to today.  For today it is our task to honorably and forthrightly confront elephants and demons as the next step in preparing well for a new pastor to lead this congregation.

It is my conviction that Zion Lutheran Church will not be adequately prepared to receive a new pastor until it deals with one elephant in the room and one demon in the body.  An elephant in the room is, as you know, an obvious matter that everyone is aware of but no one is willing to name or talk about directly.  Here at Zion the elephant in the room involves Zion’s relationship with its deaconess.  It gets talked about anywhere else but here.  Why? Some, out of a lack of maturity and courage, make their comments from the shadows or take their shots from the sidelines.  Others, out of compassion, do not want to say publicly anything that might hurt Sabine or cause her distress.  My wife Kathy worried, “Jeff, is it really right to have Sabine there when these things about her are discussed?  Is she strong enough to be the target of a congregation’s anxiety?”  These are good points, which I address in these ways:  First, while the Deaconess is certainly a primary focus of our conversation today, if the person Sabine becomes a target, then the conversation is out of bounds.  I take responsibility to not let this happen.  This does not mean that we are not allowed to express honest frustrations or disappointments or concerns by speaking the truth in love.  But to treat anyone in our number as a target is destructive and certainly not a fruit of the Spirit.  And, besides, it is off topic.  Remember that we are not discussing Sabine-the-person today, we are discussing our relationship with our deaconess, which means it is not only about her but also about us and our choices for how we live well together.

This kind of conversation requires true, God-given maturity and courage, not the least of which is Sabine’s own as a powerful example to us all.  I am aware that approaching this day has been a terrible burden for her and that she has not slept well for days because of it.  But here she is, nevertheless.  If she can be strong and courageous in the Lord, so can we.  And we must also be wise:  for to fail to have a constructive conversation NOW means we will certainly have a destructive one later.  This is guaranteed.


It struck me that Sabine’s presence here for this conversation may be one of the most powerful ministries that she has provided for this congregation over sixteen years, in at least two ways.  First, to have Sabine absent would be to continue an unhelpful pattern that is already taking place, which is to keep talking behind her back—a pattern that does not serve this or any congregation well.  As a matter of fact, the decision to speak together courageously and truthfully in love today—or not to do so—will significantly shape how we relate to one another in the days to come.  By her presence we are given the opportunity to break the unhealthy pattern of indirect communication.

Moreover, by her presence in the conversation, she provides us with the opportunity to offer the world a powerful Christian witness second to none.  I am convinced that as Christians behave out of their saintly-selves when it comes to dealing with contentious issues, they will offer a contentious world the true hope of the Gospel, in a manner unlike any other.  Think about it:  in a world that communicates primarily by fighting or sniping or blaming or manipulating or using unfair arguments and uncharitable speech, the practice of being courageously and kindly together to speak the truth in love becomes immensely attractive.  “What?!? You get to do that?  Why, maybe I’ll take a second look at this Christian faith that I have thus far neglected!”  So what we do here today matters much more than for the well-being of our own congregation.  It matters for the whole world as our living testimony what it means to live by faith in Jesus as Savior and Lord.  There is no better evangelism than the witness of an honest attempt to practice the get-to of our saintly selves.

…which brings me to the final matter, which is to name the demon that will continue to choke Zion until it is cast out.

This demon showed up shortly after August 26, 2006, in the form of a story that our congregation now tells itself over and over.  It is the same demon that Jesus confronts in the Gospel lesson read earlier today.  This demon mutes its victim.

The story that we tell keep telling ourselves is that we had a horrible experience when we tried to talk about tough issues on a Saturday in 2006, and so we can never attempt it again.  This demon possesses our thinking and mutes us as effectively as any supernatural spirit.  Ours is not unlike the story I heard recently about a man who, as a boy, was with his father as the father was filling a tire with air and the tire blew up.  The trauma of that experience has so possessed the man that he has not for his whole life been able to bring himself to fill a tire with air.  

There is only one way to cast out this kind of demon, of course.  You screw up your courage, listen to your wise head and not your fearful heart, and you fill a tire with air successfully.  Or, to put it in familiar terms, you get back on the horse that has thrown you off.  

The only way to cast out the demon that has muted our efforts to speak courageously and kindly and productively in a safe environment is to screw up our courage, to listen to our wise heads and not our fearful hearts, to follow the leading of the Spirit, and to speak kindly and productively in a safe environment successfully.  This is what our saintly selves get to do immediately follow this worship service today.

Downstairs today, courageous members of Zion will gather, some of whom really like the Deaconess and some of whom frankly do not.  Downstairs today, courageous members of Zion will gather, some of whom have reached the  conclusion that the current ministry of our Deaconess is vital to our future, while others will have reached the conclusion that her ministry among us has been fulfilled.  Downstairs today, courageous members of Zion will gather, some of whom believe that the presence of the Deaconess will be an impediment to a new pastor, while still others have envisioned an entirely new way that her presence and gifts are necessary for a vital future with a new pastor.  These courageous members will begin and continue their time together with a bold reminder of their baptism and of the get-to of their saintly selves…

  And then we will see…and the world will see…if we get to cast out the demon which mutes us and drown the sinful self that holds us in bondage to our fears...if we get to live by the fruit of the Spirit, if we get to claim the blessings of our saintly-selves, if we get to speak honestly and helpfully in love.

I began with this question:  Does our Christian faith affect our daily behaviors?  I pray to God that the answer is yes, yes, yes, yes.

Amen.








