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Scripture:

John 8:1-11

Romans 14:1-12

One of the great privileges of being your pastor is that I have the support and guidance of other members of the cloth who are part of the Caldwell community.

Jeff Mitchiner, Zach Thomas, Andy Baxter and Diane Mowrey are always quick to help out … preaching, teaching and leading worship … and always with a sense of humor.  Andy was a good sport last week when he stood and tucked his robe into his belt to demonstrate what scripture means when it calls us to gird our loins. 

I gave some thought to what Diane might be able to demonstrate for us this morning … especially after the political rhetoric of the past week. Diane is a southerner, so I know she doesn’t know much about hockey.  She told me she used to shoot at targets but never at a live animal.  I didn’t have the nerve to ask her anything about lipstick . . . .

With the tickets of both political parties now decided, we are now into what one participant in the elections described as the “silly season” of the presidential elections.  After last week, I can’t think of a better word. Unfortunately, there is too much at stake to see all of the back and forth as just silly. 

Indeed, the lives, homes, jobs health, welfare and futures of millions of Americans – much less the role and reputation of our nation in the world – hang in the balance.  And that is anything but silly.

I think we can expect more from the participants in the public forum we are hosting tonight here at Caldwell.  The public servants who make up our panel are thoughtful and known for their integrity.  I hope to see you there.  

But, back on the subject of the presidential election, we can be sure that in this last stretch of the campaign the media will roll out their maps showing red states and blue states. This is when things get serious … when lines of division glow even more brightly … and when passions run high.  This is the time when we, consciously or not, blur the lines between thoughtful criticism of an opponent’s position and what come off more as petty put-downs and righteous judgments.

Along comes the passage from Romans that Elaine read a moment ago, suggested for our consideration on this Sunday by the common lectionary. The apostle Paul is writing to the church at Rome. As he approaches the end of this epistle, generally considered his greatest, he expresses his hopes and views of how members of the Christian community are to treat each other.

The passage begins with a couple of paragraphs that might be a bit confusing. Paul mentions several differences in how the earliest Christians practiced their faith … what some ate and others didn’t in seeking to practice their faith, what some did on some days to honor the Lord and others didn’t.

But in the paragraphs that follow, Paul’s guidance is four-fold:

First, the focus of the Christian is to serve God – and not to highlight how he or she is a better or stronger or deeper a Christian than the next person.  We should, Paul says, accept sincere efforts by others to honor God as, literally, “good faith efforts.”   

Second, as people of faith, we are called to live for God, not for ourselves. We should neither judge another person’s sincere faith practices nor should we impose our way as the only way – to worship, to study scripture or to serve God in the mission field.

To this end, Paul writes:

We do not live to ourselves, and we do not die to ourselves.  If we live, we live to the Lord and, if we die, we die to the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s.   








Romans 8:7-9

We often hear that scripture read at funerals.  And its message of reassurance is one that surely does comfort us at a time of loss and remind us whose we are for all time.

But just as surely, it is a verse for living and not just for dying, which brings us to Paul’s third point. Because we belong to the Lord, and not to ourselves, the Christian is called to tolerate. Even more, the Christian is called to forgive.

I can imagine what some of you might be thinking. 

Paul could never have anticipated what people will sometimes do in the name of the church. Some of it is downright intolerable … indeed, unforgiveable. Especially now. Especially in the public square. The political scheming. The reduction of the American voter as one who can be influenced by a simple sound bite or a well-timed image.

We are, you might ask, to tolerate this kind of cynical calculation?  We are to forgive it? 

But, my friends, politics and the church are, thank God, two very different realms.  

And no one said following God is easy.

I want to be clear: Tolerance doesn’t mean not working for what you believe. Tolerance doesn’t mean living passively. Quite the opposite. Paul’s letter to the Romans emphasizes that we all stand accountable to God for our actions … and our inaction. 

Within the Christian community, however, Paul argues that tolerance calls us to focus on what we as individuals do – how we treat each other, how we care for each other when our brothers and sisters are in need, what we do for the greater good with our blessings and gifts and talents. 

That brings up the fourth point in Paul’s advice to the church at Rome, which is to leave the judgment business to God.

In the story of Jesus and the woman caught in adultery, the scribes and the Pharisees are, once again, trying to entrap Christ.  The law of Moses, they said, demanded that the adult-ress be stoned.

“OK,” Jesus said. “Let the person who is without sin cast the first stone.”

The scribes and the Pharisees slinked away.  

“Has no one condemned you?” Christ asked the woman. “Neither do I. Go away and from now on do not sin again.”

It is a baffling thing, this grace of God.  We wander through this life looking for bright markers and glowing signs of where the lines on the field are. We so desperately want to know what is in bounds and what is out of bounds.

We see in others behavior and actions that we know in our hearts must be wrong and we want to lash out and condemn the wrong doer. 

We want to make a difference in the lives of others and, even, in the world.  God calls us to do just that, in the name of Christ our Lord.  Go ahead, God says, work for justice in my name.

Yet our God also says, “Concern yourselves with your own actions. Leave the judgment business to me. 

“What you can do for me,” God says, “is tolerate others as you wish to be tolerated, based on what you do to be signs of my kingdom in the world … and NOT on whom you love … whom you’re married to … or the color of your skin.

“Better yet, move beyond tolerance to build real understanding and real relationships.” 

Hearing this, we might bang our head on the wall and ask, “So then, what does it all add up to? How do we know the score? Am I in bounds? Or out?”

Those were among the many questions a group of Presbyterian ministers and lay leaders considered in the 1990s, producing in 1998 a new Study Catechism to guide our denomination’s thinking about faith and scripture.

Will all human beings be saved? The catechism asks.  The answer our brothers and sisters in the church offered appears in your bulletin and we will use it in a moment as our Affirmation of Faith. It reads:

“No one will be lost who can be saved.  The limits to salvation, whatever they may be, are known only to God. Three truths above all are certain.  God is a holy God who is not to be trifled with.  No one will be saved except by grace alone.  And no judge could possibly be more gracious than our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.”

Friends, that is anything BUT putting lipstick on a pig.

It is the great good news of our salvation, despite our sin, to which we can respond, “Thanks be to God.”

Amen
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