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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, ? through 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.

What bad preparation and foresight for a sermon. Talking about the obscurity of the Trinity on Trinity Sunday.
Reading from Paul’s letter to the Romans isn’t how we think of a good time. Trying to decipher what is meant by
justification and our standing before God. Is that the best we can do when the world seems on the precipice of war in the
Middle East, elected representatives assassinated in their homes in acts of political violence, protests and immigration
raids in our streets and communities, trying to discern our faith bandwidth between what in our world is theater, what is
genuine outrage, and what is reality. What help could Paul possibly offer, what could the doctrine of the Trinity
contribute, and what difference could the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit possibly make in a world beset by serious
problems, instability, and unending culture wars.

In the American church world, one of the greatest and most egregious sins is to not be relevant. It’s like the worst
thing in the world is to ever have an identity crisis or mid-life crisis or to ever be seen as anything but cutting edge. In an
essay awhile back entitled ‘More relevant than thou,” Timothy Larsen complained a bit about his own church’s ‘rather
pathetic desperation to be culturally trendy.’ He writes that ‘our church has a slick, well publicized list of core values, on
of which it declares ‘if it is not relevant, it’s not God." And as a result, there is nothing more egregious than for a Christian

or church to commit the sin of being outed as not relevant, irrelevant, less than relevant.
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And let me tell you, there is nothing more non-relevant than daring to get up on Sunday morning, walk into a
neo-gothic sanctuary with elegant stained glass, sing hymns that date back 500 years, listen to the assigned scriptures
read, a member of the community try to make sense of it in the present context, you take some of your resources and
share them for the greater good of the community, we pray to God silently and together corporately, sing more hymns,
and go back out into the world and try to apply some of what we did here to life out there.

Former President of Princeton Seminary Craig Barnes puts it this way: ‘congregational worship should be filled
with traditions. The choir sings anthems that will never make it on the top forty charts. Hopefully. The vestments of the
pastors are 'venerable’ and not fashionable. Every Sunday we say the same old creeds that the church has been saying for
centuries and centuries. None of this appears very relevant.’ But the church, Barnes observes is not just trying to make the
tradition or Jesus relevant to Gen Z or Gen Alpha or nones or pop culture or to the presenting political issue or
personality of the moment, but ‘we are trying to make people relevant to the sacred tradition. We are trying to give their
fleeting life an eternity of meaning by catching it up in a holy drama that began before them and will continue long after
their brief appearance on this worldly stage is over.?

So where were we, oh, yeah, Paul and the Trinity... what on earth could be more relevant. The theologian James
Torrance still has another take on worship, something he calls the unitarian view. Here goes: ‘the most common form of
this view of worship is primarily something we, religious people, do—mainly in church on Sunday. We go to church, we
sing our hymns to God, we intercede for the world, we listen to the sermon (too often simply an exhortation or religious
pep talk), we offer our money, time, and talents to God. No doubt we need God’s grace to do all that, but worship is what
we do before God.”® Torrance proposes a different center when we come to worship and that is that the main worshipper
at work in the service is not me or you, but Jesus Christ. We come to participate in the worship that Christ offers to God
in our midst. It is Christ who comes to worship through the power of the Holy Spirit and invites us through the power of
the Holy Spirit to join him in his worship of the eternal God. Wait a second, that sounds disturbingly trinitarian. To

quote Torrance: ‘the real agent in worship, is not us, but Jesus Christ,” who leads us in our praises and prayers, the high
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priest, who, by his offering of himself for us on the cross, now leads us into the Holy Holies, the holy presence of God the
Father, in holy communion.’*

Far from being distant or remote or difficult to access, Christ is the central agent in worship who enables us to
participate and join in. And venturing such a claim is deeply Trinitarian as God the Father through the Spirit sends the
Son into our worship and every worship to join us in what he is doing in adoration and praise and prayer before God. In
the words of the poet Gerard Manley Hopkins, ‘Christ plays in ten thousand places, lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not
his to the Father through the features of men’s faces.” Through the Holy Spirit’s activity in our midst and in worship all
over, Christ plays in ten thousand places.

Our passage today though is from Romans and not necessarily trinitarian but rather a radical declaration by the
apostle Paul that while we were still sinners Christ died for us. In my first congregation, there was a very faithful,
thoughtful, dear person of faith who was a pillar of that church who nevertheless thought that ‘God helps those who help
themselves,” was not only in the Bible but the central message. Episcopal prist and theologian Fleming Rutledge reminds
us that we believe things like that because we don’t like thinking of ourselves as sinners or in need of help. God’s
intervention or grace is only for the egregious cases we like to talk about or read about in the gossip column or grocery
store tabloid. We are people who help ourselves and therefore who are blessed by God. She reminds us that is ‘why we
resist the gospel which tells us that “‘While we were still helpless, at the right time Christ died for us.” We don’t like that
part about being helpless and so we substitute ‘God helps those who helps themselves,” something Benjamin Franklin
came up with much later even though vast numbers of us think that comes from scripture.’

The Bible, Rutledge reminds us, ‘tells us exactly the opposite: ‘when we could not help ourselves, Christ died for
us.” Not when we got ourselves together, not when we got the right justice issues, not when we had the right religious
experience, not when we got our act together, but Paul tells us, no while we were still in active rebellion against God,
God became one of us, lived for us, died for us, and rose for us. Repentance, remorse, faith, even, are not conditions for our

redemption.®
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It gets more radical. In verse 6, Paul specifically tells us that Christ died, not just for us, or for flawed people, but
that Christ died for the ungodly. The ungodly. People whose points of view seem distasteful. Paul says Christ died for
them. People who seem to be captive to their anger or who normalize revenge. Paul says Christ died for them. People who
hedge their bets and are just not quite sure about this grace thing and so endeavor to build a solid resume for their
justification. Paul says Christ died for them. We have a God on our hands who sees prodigal children where we see the
ungodly and does not wait for them to get their life together before God offers God's life for their sake. Again Fleming
Rutledge is right to question such cavalier divine wisdom. Dying for others, dying for one’s country, dying so for one’s
friends, that is one kind of ultimate sacrifice that we usually commend and revere. But ‘Paul does not say that Christ died
for his friends.” He says that Christ died for the un-godly, the people who are not worthy, the people who are
undeserving, the people who do not measure up, the people who don’t care, the people who are still Christ’s enemies, the
people who think they don’t need anyone to die for them and can fend for themselves, yep, Paul tells us, Christ died for
them too. When we think about it there is something so radically inclusive about this message that it is almost abhorrent.

After all of the turmoil and destruction of World War I, when life in Europe was being put back together, a
religious reporter asked the theologian and Nazi critic and resister Karl Barth, now that all was said and done, if he had
one thing to say to Adolf Hitler, what would it be? Burn in hell? I hope you suffer pain like you caused. Or how about
revenge, revenge, revenge. We like that word. That gets our juices flowing. He did not offer any of those responses.
Instead, he paraphrased Paul. He declared, ‘I would tell Adolf Hitler that Jesus Christ died for your sins.” Christ died for
the ungodly. That you, like all of humanity, are not above or beyond the bounds of God’s grace. With Jesus Christ, no one
can be written off. Christ died for the ungodly. These words were not spoken by a Nazi sympathizer but by someone who
was run out of Germany himself for refusing to heil Hitler in his theological classroom. Nevertheless, he declared, Jesus
Christ died so that every human being can know what it means to be a child of God, every human being knows what it
means to be redeemed by Jesus Christ, and every human being knows what it means to be a work of the Holy Spirit on
our way to becoming a new creation.

There is that darned Trinity again trying to make itself relevant right in our faces. Reminding us that God is not
aloof but intimate, so intimate that he becomes one of us and lives and dies for the ungodly, including us, not so we
continue to live in the impossibility of separation from God, but so that we may endeavor to become, through the power
of the Holy Spirit, something more than our worst impulses, something more beautiful than our selfish egos, something

more loving than our self-justifying attempts to show how right we are, something more than creatures who think they



can help themselves and credit the divine. Through the love of God, through the radical redemption of Jesus Christ, and
through the neverending work of the Holy Spirit, we are creatures who exhibit awe in the presence of our eternal creator.
We are sinners who are redeemed in Jesus Christ. We are incomplete works who long for fulfillment through the Spirit’s
work.

May your life and mine be continually caught up in and put to use by the grace-filled humanizing presence of the
the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, one God, and no matter how impotent or irrelevant or helpless as such a
witness may feel or seem. There is nothing more relevant than flourishing as a creature before the living God, living out
your baptism by the grace of Jesus Christ, and seeking to serve your neighbor and impact this world for the better by the
power of the Holy Spirit. There is nothing more relevant than that, and nothing greater that the world needs than that in

this moment. Do not settle for less; from yourself or any member of the humanity you are called to love. Amen.



