July 17, 2011

by Thomas L. Truby

Romans 8:12-25

“The Escape Clause”

“There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” This verse from Romans has comforted me since I discovered it in my childhood.  “Now” and “in” are the two words that stood out from the sentence. Apparently there had been condemnation but now this was no longer true for those who are “in Christ Jesus.”  There was an escape clause, a loophole, a way out of the road to the noose.  You had to be “in” Christ Jesus.  What does it mean to be “in” Christ Jesus?  
Paul tries to explain, and all of this is in the eleven verses before this morning’s text, but I am fairly thick headed and generally lose concentration long before I get it figured out, assuming it’s possible.  This morning I am going to make another assault on Paul’s Mount Everest of thought and I am hoping to take you with me.  I want to begin twelve verses into Romans chapter eight where our lectionary text starts.

“So then, brothers and sisters, we are debtors, not to the flesh.”  I will stop here.  
Paul addresses his letter readers as “brothers and sisters” and I am going to include us among them.  We are all Paul’s siblings, his equals, on the same plane.  There is no hierarchy here for those “in” Christ.  We are all “debtors.”  Every one of us in over our heads; submerged in some sort of lack, the market value of our house is lower than the amount we owe.  So we are equals but we are below water and in trouble.  We all feel that somehow we are in danger and that what we have to meet that danger is not sufficient.  We need more!  More!  More!  What the “more” is we find hard to define and even harder to obtain.  It somehow eludes our grasp as we chase it through the summer. 
Paul acknowledges our indebtedness but says it is indebtedness, “not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh, for if you live according to the flesh, you will die.”  I think living “in the flesh” is life built on envy, jealousy and rivalry.  It is the world’s way of attempting to fill in this lack we all feel by trying to acquire what we think someone else has.  If we had what they have then we would be full, whole, satisfied, complete and happy.  And so, we chase it and sometimes we acquire it only to discover that now we want something else.  We become greyhounds forever chasing the rabbit that always strides just ahead of our best effort.  This is what Paul means by “in the flesh”.  “To live according to the flesh” is to continue to participate in the rat race.  One of its forms is “keeping up with the Jones,” though it also may take the form of “doing the opposite from the Jones in every way,” in which case it is the same thing but in reverse.  It is a life of valuing ourselves by comparing ourselves with others.  

Paul says this way of life always leads to violence and death. “If you live according to the flesh, you will die;” (and he is not talking about Hell, or some sort of eternal damnation; he is talking about death in life, the killing of the spirit, the deaths we impose on each other in war, crime and gossip).  Paul continues his sentence, “but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.”  

Here’s the escape clause.  Our situation is not hopeless for we have been given the Spirit.  By the Spirit, and the word “Spirit” is capitalized; we put to death the deeds of the body.  “By the Spirit” means we gradually become able to live non-rivalrously.  This has us not comparing ourselves with others but instead having our eyes on Jesus, the Christ, who shows us another way.  
The way of the world has two against one where the relationship between the two is built on their both excluding the one.  By contrast the Holy Trinity has all together and each for all.  This is what Paul is trying to get at in his contrast between life according to the flesh and life in the spirit.  Rivalry, jealousy, envy and the resulting strife are all attempts at filling this lack at the core, this strange indebtedness, this insufficiency, we all feel when we dig to the bottom of ourselves.
Paul says that “by the Spirit” we can put to death the deeds of the body.  To put something to death is a very forceful, intense and active image.  Paul knows about putting things to death.  That is what he did and wanted to do with all his heart before his strange encounter on the way to Damascus.  Then he was in rivalry with everyone and intent on making it to the top by being the best at his religion of anyone.  He was “in the flesh” with a vengeance and thought that seeking Christians and then excluding them through death was the meaning to his life.  He built his power and importance as a religious leader on excluding those he saw as enemies of God.  This was life in the flesh and the kind of life from which he has now escaped by living “by the Spirit.”  Now in an ironic way, Paul says we put to death this kind of death-dealing by living in God’s Spirit of “all together and each for all.”  In his new way of living Paul is as active, intense and intentional as before but going in an entirely different direction.
Leave the two against one world behind.  It is a death trap.  Cease pursuing “the American dream, it is dangerous”.  Let the Jones’ win for keeping up with them will kill you.  Let go of the illusion that you can catch the rabbit and put your eyes on something more life giving.  
“For all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God.”  If you are animated by “all together and each for all” then you are children of God.  In the other world, the world that you are leaving, you were slaves.  You served it and it did not serve you.  This is a world driven by fear.  It is the world of desire driven by comparison, rivalry and the fear of death.  But that’s not the world we live in.  We have been adopted out of it.  We are in a new family now.  A family in which there is now, no condemnation.  All along the condemnation had been us condemning each other and thinking it was God who condemned us.
We have been adopted into a family where we all say Abba!  Father!  And the words, “Abba” and “Father” are both capitalized and followed by an exclamation point.  We are home.  We can relax.  This is where we belong.  We can let down and let go.  
When I got home from Suttle Lake on Wednesday I walked into our house with a sense of gratitude and appreciation.  I am home now.  I can put my feet up and allow my body to soften.  I don’t need to steer the car around the curves and constantly be on the alert for some hazard ahead.  This is the place toward which I have been driving.  It reminds me of the shaker hymn where we keep turning and turning until we find the place just right.
That feeling of being in the place just right is the Spirit bearing witness with our spirit that we are the children of God.  A sense of peace, contentment, and wholeness tells us that we are in Christ.  Here there is no restlessness, no striving or grasping, no drivenness and self negation.  We are just children basking in the sunshine love.  
And then Paul tells us that we are more than children; we are heirs, joint heirs with Christ.  We are the inheritors of the same inclusive threesome relationship as Jesus and are beneficiaries to all its benefits.  
But then comes the catch!  You knew there would be fine print.  This was all too good to be true.  We are children of God, if, in fact, we suffer with him so that we may also be glorified with him.  When we steadfastly seek to live by the rule of “all together and each for all, where all means everyone,” where none are excluded; those “living according to the flesh” don’t like it.  It messes things up.  It messes with the way the world works.  The suffering with Christ comes because the world reacts to his way of living by trying to get us to forget it.  They try to turn us back to the way we used to be.  They want us to resume living “normally” and not as adopted children.  God’s adopted children are not angry, rebellious children who acknowledge no authority beyond themselves.
If we follow him in this new way, we will suffer.  That is the inevitable price we pay.  Knowing this, Paul says, “I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory about to be revealed to us.  For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of God.”  

All of creation waits for culture not built on greed and exploitation.  God has allowed all of nature to suffer our ravages in the hope that we would see what we are doing and change our ways.  The earth has been in bondage to decay while it waits for us to obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God.  These are huge ideas; fertile with theological, anthropological and ecological implications.  We don’t have time to explore them this morning but they are here to be explored.  All of creation and we ourselves groan inwardly as we wait for our adopting God’s way of “all together and each for all”.   We have seen it in advance of its coming.  
By this hope we are saved.  This hope gives us the vision to get out of the “two against one”, way of the world, that Paul calls living according to the flesh.  This is the hope into which we have been adopted and this hope will eventually bring the redemption of our bodies—that is the redemption of all of our parts, and maybe Paul means even our culture.  But in the meantime, we wait for it in hope and with patience.
We do not lose our composure when scenes of war and rumors of more wars march across the bottom of our television screens.  We wait in patience.  Even when our own bodies grow old or atrophy and our parts start disintegrating, we don’t despair.  No!  Instead, we continue on with patience; living in hope, for we know that we have been adopted.  This world of tension and strife is not our home but there is another and we have been adopted into it.  Amen.
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