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Romans 5:1-11

5 Therefore, since we are justified by faith, wel2l have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 2through whom we
have obtained access!®! to this grace in which we stand, and wel¢l boast in our hope of sharing the glory of God. * And not
only that, but weldl also boast in our afflictions, knowing that affliction produces endurance, *and endurance produces
character, and character produces hope, > and hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured into our
hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.

®For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. “ Indeed, rarely will anyone die for a
righteous person—though perhaps for a good person someone might actually dare to die. ® But God proves his love for us
in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us. * Much more surely, therefore, since we have now been justified by
his blood, will we be saved through him from the wrath of God.[</® For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to
God through the death of his Son, much more surely, having been reconciled, will we be saved by his life. " But more than
that, we even boast in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation.

‘For while were enemies, we were reconciled to God, through the death of his Son.’

Many years ago, I was leading a Bible study on this passage and the meaning of justification by grace, a core
tenant and mantra of the Protestant Reformation. That through Jesus Christ, God chooses to see us, reckons us right
with God, while we are still sinners, enemies, and in active rebellion against God. And that there was nothing we could
do, including attending the bible study, to contribute toward our alter God’s gracious disposition toward us. ‘Then why
are we are we here?” Someone asked. ‘Then what is the point.” If regular participation, including going the extra mile in
this Bible study did not somehow contribute to the body of work, why bother? The Christian faith only made sense if
there was something we had to do, something we could contribute, some repentance or decision or act on our part that
made this all true. If faith is not about chasing a carrot, then why run the race with perseverance? Now what?

Try as we might to turn Christianity into a reward based enterprise, reading Paul’s letter to the Romans
completely turns such efforts upside down. While we were still enemies, still sinners, Christ reconciled us to God.
Episcopal priest and theologian Fleming Rutledge punctuates the radicality of Paul’s declaration. ‘Nothing is said about

repentance, nothing is said about remorse. Repentance is not the condition for our restoration. Remorse and breast-


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans%205%3A1-11%2CRomans%205%3A12-19&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-28034a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans%205%3A1-11%2CRomans%205%3A12-19&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-28035b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans%205%3A1-11%2CRomans%205%3A12-19&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-28035c
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans%205%3A1-11%2CRomans%205%3A12-19&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-28036d
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans%205%3A1-11%2CRomans%205%3A12-19&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-28042e

beating are not the conditions for our restoration. There are no conditions for our restoration.’ Let me repeat that. There
are no conditions for our restoration. It is a grace, a gift, and something that really makes no sense and even seems over
the top extravagant.

We like another gospel, one with at least some conditions, not a God who goes around bestowing grace on the
undeserving. Who wants to brag about getting into a college with a 100% acceptance rate? Who wants to brag about a
Christ who professes love for and dies for you and me, but also a Christ who loves and dies for the undocumented
migrant or the establishment elite or the authoritarians oppressors of our world? The theologian Karl Barth reminds us
that in thinking about the humanity that God so loves and redeems and reconciles as we read here in Romans, ‘we cannot
at all reckon in a serious way with real ‘outsiders,’ to this redemptive act in Jesus Christ. ‘Thus, the so-called ‘outsiders’
are really only ‘insiders’ who have not yet understood and apprehended themselves as such.” And he adds, a bit
hauntingly, I must say, that ‘even the most persuade Christian in the final analysis, must and will recognize oneself ever
and again as an ‘outsider.™

Perhaps the thing that caused the most consternation among Jesus’ peers, was not the Sermon on the Mount or is
healings or willingness to debate theology, but perhaps what rankled his peers the most was that he sat at table and
broke bread with sinners. How many times did one have to hear a parent or coach or supervisor remind us ‘you are
known by the company you keep. And the company Jesus keeps, according to the religious types, are going to sully his
reputation. Colonizer-collaboratoring tax collectors, all sorts of people considered unclean, unwell, those possessed by
demons, those shunned by polite society, those seen by most as traitors, all are welcomed to Jesus table and all, according
to Paul’s words here in Romans, are people for whom Jesus died. The chapter in Luke’s gospel that gave us the parable of
the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost (prodigal son), begins with this priceless quotation from the Pharisees and
scribes who grumbled as they voiced it: ‘this fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.” (Luke 15:2). This person loves
and dies for those who think they are beyond the bounds of God’s love and for those we think are beyond the bounds of
God’s love. But Paul tells us here that while we were still helpless, Christ died for us, and not just us, but for the ungodly.
(Romans 5:0). Fleming Rutledge rightly points out that ‘we don’t like that part about being [weak and] helpless, so we

substitute another gospel, the American gospel: ‘God helps those who help themselves.” She remarks that many polls over
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the years have shown that ‘vast numbers of Americans think that comes from the Bible.”? It doesn’t. In fact, Paul
proclaims to us just the opposite: ‘God proves his love for us that while we were still sinners Christ died for us.” And there
is nothing we can do to change that. Though we are still in active rebellion against God, through Christ’s life, death, and
resurrection, God is actively making right what is wrong in us.?

To quote that frustrated bible study attendee from long ago....so now what? What is the point? One of the main
critiques of Christianity by the 19" century atheist philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, was not Christian beliefs or doubts
about the incarnation or resurrection of Jesus, but his critique was of Christians, that if the Christian faith provided
redemption, peace, and joy, its adherents would reflect it instead of traveling through life anxious about the apocalypse or
dourly confusing various forms of right-wing or left-wing puritanicalism and moral rectitude with the gospel of Jesus
Christ. ‘T might believe in the Redeemer, Nietzsche said, ‘if his followers looked more redeemed.’* There is something
soul draining about spending our lives trying to sort out the righteous from the unrighteous, or trying to equate current
wars and military actions with preparations for the rapture, or trying to demonize and separate the very people God has
already called righteous and Christ has redeemed.

Now what? What's the point? The point is that we are called, in our own lives, to look redeemed, to live in this
world as ministers of reconciliation, to act toward every human being as someone loved and redeemed by God, and to live
joyfully and freely and fully alive as if God is in charge of the future and moving us and all things toward their fulfillment.
One of the challenges of growing up a child of a minister is moving, having one’s life disrupted, unsettled, and having to
begin again in a new setting. When minister’s leave a call they are to sign a clergy ethics agreement promising to have no
contact with members of the former congregation (usually for a year), so that they can move on and new pastoral
leadership can form. It make sense and is important, but try explaining those complexities to a 13 year old, who paid
enough attention in Sunday school and church to think the ties that bind could never be severed. Thankfully, children of
ministers do not have to sign clergy ethics agreements and my sisters and me maintained some of those special

relationships in the church community that helped raise us, long after we were gone.

2 Fleming Rutledge, ‘To Die For,” in Not Ashamed of the Gospel, 144-145.
3 Fleming Rutledge, ‘To Die For,” in Not Ashamed of the Gospel, 145.

4 Friedrich Nietzshe, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Part I, ‘On Priests.’



One of those special relationships was with a couple who lived on a farm outside of town; the wife had been a
nurse and her husband was a pecan buyer/distributor. During our childhood the husband would be diagnosed with
multiple sclerosis and be confined to a wheelchair, and much of the spouse’s life was then devoted to his care and
support. While the spouse had attended nursing school, the husband, though a gifted in business and farming, never
graduated from college.

The summer before I headed off to college, my parents let me and my sister drive to visit this couple on their farm
and to say a goodbye at this particular juncture in our lives. As we were saying our goodbyes and getting ready to drive
back home, my friend in the wheelchair asked if I thought he would be able to attain admission into the college where I
was headed. I did not know what to say, so I think I remember saying ‘I don’t know.’ I don’t think he was trying to make
me feel bad, but I do think his question had a point and was perhaps a subtle reminder, in a world of outsiders and
insiders, not to forget the love of Christ which extends far beyond our comfortable boundaries of insider and outsider,
clean and unclean, educated and uneducated, helping us become a humanity that transcends such distinctions. He was
quietly reminding me that we still belonged to each other, and not to forget that as I went east to get an education. He
was practicing the ministry of reconciliation reminding me that at our deepest and most fundamental, nothing can
separate us from the love of God, nor from each other.

To quote the Mississippi Baptist preacher and theologian Will Campbell, ‘St. Paul, in my judgment, summarized
the Gospel in a fashion never done before or since...he said that God has already reconciled, settling things, set things
right between people and people and between people and God.” And in II Corinthians ‘he added a very critical message
when he said ‘no longer holding our misdeeds against him. Now if our misdeeds are not held against us that means we are
free. It means we do not have to do anything.’ And Paul declares that Christ ‘enlisted us in this service of reconciliation.’
There’s all the church doctrine that anyone needs. That's what the church is—those who accept this enlistment.”

Now what? Not only are we called to try and see ourselves and each other as those have been redeemed and
reconciled to be in Jesus Christ. We are called to practice this reconciliation in our own lives, to see every human being as
humanity redeemed by Jesus Christ; and to try our best, not just to look redeemed, but to look like we are even enjoying it

for that matter, and offering it to others, for the sake of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
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