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As we have announced here in church and through the newsletter and the website, this is the summer of Paul here at Caldwell church.

Our weekly adult Sunday school, fondly known as the Red Bus Class because of its wandering tour of some of the most interesting stops in the Bible, has spent the last several weeks looking at Paul’s major ideas as articulated in his letters.

Meanwhile, the Agape Study group has been watching a video series led by two of the world’s best known New Testament scholars. So far, those scholars have taken a deep look at the historical context of Paul’s life and times and, most recently, just who Paul was.

That last issue – the question of just who Paul was – is a big one.  Because he was many things. Beyond debate is the fact that he if one of our faith’s most influential forces and many scholars make the convincing argument that he was so influential because he was so many things.
Before his conversion on the Damascus road, he was a zealous Pharisee whose sense of duty led him to persecute those who believed in this man Jesus, who called himself the messiah, God’s own son and who died on a cross at Calvary.

Paul was, by many accounts, also a Roman citizen and an educated man who understood the dominant Greek culture.

Most important to the church, of course, Paul was perhaps the first pastor-theologian, balancing the two roles of starting and encouraging new churches and, in his letters to those churches, shaping our understanding of God.

Because Paul was all of these things – a Pharisee, a Roman citizen, an educated member of Greek society and an apostle – he was, as many scholars point out, an inspired choice of God’s to help chart the Christian faith in its earliest years.
Or said another way, he was all those things because that’s what God needed – a man who could navigate the pluralistic, multi-cultural, multi-faith world of the first century A.D. and relate his understanding of God’s New Covenant in Jesus Christ. 
One thing that is NOT debated about Paul concerns his looks.  He was no young Billy Graham or dapper Joel Osteen.  A man of noted physical disadvantages, he might remind us much more of Danny Devito, one more sign that God can and does work through just about anyone to achieve God’s will, even me, even you.

Now I have a small confession to make: The Common Lectionary, which I have mentioned is offered as a guide to which passages we preachers might preach each week, has been serving up bountiful amounts of Paul this summer.

But I haven’t gone there a lot.  In part, because so many of us are already spending a lot of time with the prolific apostle from Tarsus. 
In specific, the lectionary has been working its way through Romans, which is the very heart of Paul’s theology, what many believe to be the richest expression of our Reformed faith.  From John Calvin to Martin Luther to Karl Barth, Romans has been a defining work for our denomination’s most influential teachers and preachers.
We will surely come back for a more focused and sustained look at Romans sometime in the future.  But for now, before the summer of Paul gets past us, let us dip our ladle into the deep and rich waters of Romans to get a taste of what the author of up to half of the New Testament has to say. George Michie will read our scripture, but first let us pray. (Prayer of Invocation)

Scripture

So then, brothers and sisters,* we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh— 13for if you live according to the flesh, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live. 14For all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God. 15For you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received a spirit of adoption. When we cry, ‘Abba!* Father!’ 16it is that very Spirit bearing witness* with our spirit that we are children of God, 17and if children, then heirs, heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ—if, in fact, we suffer with him so that we may also be glorified with him. 

18 I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory about to be revealed to us. 
       *                 *              *
These continue to be volatile days – both emotionally and economically -- for this banking town.
A global credit crunch retains its hold on much of the world. Investors are selling a lot more shares of Bank of America and Wachovia a than they are buying. The entire stock market moves up or down on the slightest clues to just how bad things are at the banks. 
In Charlotte, when the banks sneeze, our whole community gets a cold, or worse  More than 100,000 jobs depend on the banks – directly or indirectly -- lawyers, accountants and vendors, sure … but also downtown waiters and cooks at the restaurants, salespeople in retail stores where the bankers spend money, car dealers, home builders and sub-contractors, lawn service companies and on and on.  The bankers and those whose business is tied to banking give millions to the United Way, the Arts and Science Council and, yes, even houses of worship.
Things are tough – and no one is quite sure where they are headed.  Kelly and I were to go to dinner at the home of a college classmate Friday night.  He has a senior role at Wachovia involved in funding the bank’s balance sheet. But he emailed and asked for a rain check. Said he was just worn out after what had been a series of long and trying days at work last week.
That’s saying something because this guy was an All-American cross country runner who still runs Iron Man races for fun. 
The business of lending money at one time was a lot simpler.  The old joke was that bankers operated by the 3-6-3 rule. They paid 3% for deposits, turned around and loaned out that money to borrowers at 6%, pocketed the difference and were on the golf course every day by 3 p.m.

The truth is that it never was that easy.  Now the complexity of being in the debt business in a global economy – and trying to meet the demands of investors who want ever-higher returns on their investment - has outrun many a smart banker.

Three words sum it all up: Debt, fear and confidence.

Debt, specifically the question of whether we Americans have too much of it, lies at the foot of the problem.  Fears about the future of that debt have gripped our economy and our country.  Confidence is what we need to get back on track, but it will only come when the experts think we have worked through our problems.
Now, I know what some of you may be thinking: ‘John has gotten a little confused.  He’s up there giving a speech about banking.  He’s forgotten he’s a preacher now.’
Well, I promise my mental faculties are intact – at least as much as they ever were.

You see, the same three issues at stake in today’s financial crisis are also at the center of today’s scripture and what it tells us about God – namely, debt, fear and confidence.

“So then, brothers and sisters, we are debtors ….”  That’s the first line of today’s scripture passage and it’s how Paul sees things in his opening chapters of Romans. 
The thought of being in debt has evolved from being a simple part of one’s financial plan to something much more negative in today’s society.  We think of big balances owed on our credit cards that take years to pay off, and what it costs us in interest before we do.  More recently, the news is full of stories of borrowers who owe more than their home is worth. Experts predict that millions of Americans will lose their home in the next few years, and that is the real tragedy in all of this.
So, with all his talk about debt in the opening chapters of Romans, Paul doesn’t seem to be starting out in the most welcoming terms. 
 We may know he is right – that we are in debt to God, that like the borrower who is “upside down” on his car or home loan, we can’t see a way to dig our way out. Theologically, we know that is our state of being as sinners.  Still, we don’t want to think about it.

Then, it seems, Paul tries to anticipate at least some of what may be going on in our minds.

“For you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received a spirit of adoption.”

Fear is one emotion we may feel when we are deep in debt and can’t see our way out.  Fear that we have made a mistake that we will be paying for over the rest of our lives.  Fear that we have let other people down, maybe even our God.  Fear that we cannot live within our means – that we can’t handle things on our own, whether it is sticking to our household budget without going deep into debt … or fear that we can’t live life on its own terms without the help of drugs or alcohol or any of the dozens of other things to which we can become addicted.
Fear that life is passing too quickly by us. Maybe fear that we are simply out of control.
Deep in debt. Gripped by fear. That’s no way to live.  
Paul knows that. He’s been there.  As a Pharisee, he was as much a slave to the law as the Hebrews were slaves to the Egyptians. If an animal chews cud and is cleft-footed, it’s OK to eat.  If it chews cud and has divided hoofs, it’s not OK to eat.  (I’m not sure I know the difference, but you better believe Paul did.)
When a mother gives birth to a son, she shall bring a lamb to the priest as an offering of gratitude and a pigeon and a turtledove as a sin offering.  When a man had a rash, if the spots looked one way he was clean. If they looked another way, he was unclean. It was all written down there in the Law as recorded by Moses and the priests.
There was volume upon volume of these rules.  So it’s not hard to imagine how a person might begin to feel a little helpless, even a little afraid about whether they were following all the rules.  No wonder, then, that Paul made his appeal to the church at Rome by saying the Spirit of God was not one of slavery but of adoption.

But there Paul goes again, making a gigantic leap before we are ready.  Being set free from our bondage is one thing.  Freedom is glorious all by itself.  It was to the Hebrews and it was to all the citizens of Paul’s time who worked spent years as indentured servants to work their way out of slavery and achieve full citizenship.

But now, Paul, you are saying there is even more.  We are not just freed from our debt … we are adopted into a glorious family?

“When we cry, ’Abba! Father!’ it is that very Spirit bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, then heirs, heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ …”

Picture this. You get bailed out of juvenile detention by mysterious foster parents.  They take you their home, where you find out that you will never want for anything again.  You sit down at the dinner table only to see that the son of God occupies the seat next to yours  … and you are told that you will inherit everything the parents have to offer and you will live with your new sibling, the Christ, forever.”

If that doesn’t give you confidence, then nothing will. 

Confidence to take risk. Confidence to reconcile broken relationships, including our relationship with God.  Confidence to live into our charge to be, as Paul says, ambassadors for Christ.

Lord knows, it takes confidence to live the Christian life … individually and, more important, together as the church.  
And what does that church look like?

Michael Gorman, the author of the book our Sunday school class has been studying, writes that we see a clear image of the church in Paul’s letters.  It is a church that is: 

Countercultural – set apart and intentionally standing apart from the prevailing ways of the world;

Multicultural – where differences of race, ethnicity, class and gender do not divide but unite in the love of God;

and, upheld by the indwelling of the Spirit.

Countercultural. Multicultural. Upheld by the indwelling of the Spirit.  That does indeed take confidence.  

But, my friends, we have been redeemed.  We have been reconciled.  Our debt – the debt we could never pay - has been settled. Our fears – the fears we could never calm -- have been answered. And, with Christ, we have been made heirs to the glory of God, forever.
God grant us the courage to live and act boldly with confidence drawn from such a promise of grace.
Amen.
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