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SCRIPTURE LESSON:

PSALM  65: 9-13

9  You visit the earth and water it, you greatly enrich it;

the river of God is full of water;  you provide the people with grain, for so you

have prepared it.

10 You water its furrows abundantly, settling its ridges, softening it with showers, and

blessing its growth.

11 You crown the year with your bounty; your wagon tracks overflow with richness.

12 The pastures of the wilderness overflow,  the hills gird themselves with joy,

13 The meadows clothe themselves with flocks, the valleys deck themselves with grain,

they shout and sing together for joy.

ROMANS  8:1-11  - Life in the Spirit

1 There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.

2 For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of

sin and of death. 

3 For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: by

sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and to deal with sin, he

condemned sin in the flesh, 

4  so that the just requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not

according to the flesh but according to the Spirit. 

5 For those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the

flesh, but those who live according to the Spirit set their minds on the things of

the Spirit.

 6 To set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and

peace. 

7 For this reason the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God; it does not

submit to God’s law—indeed it cannot, 

8 and those who are in the flesh cannot please God.

9 But you are not in the flesh; you are in the Spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells

in you. Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him. 

10 But if Christ is in you, though the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life

because of righteousness. 

11 If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised

Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit

that dwells in you.
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SERMON

Setting our Minds on the Spirit

Once again, we are thrust into the dizzying theological world of the apostle

Paul while trying to keep it together in a whirling world of our own.  And this time,

Paul is addressing a notion that is of critical importance to us at this very moment in

our history, in human history.  That is, how is it that change becomes possible?  How

do we effect change within ourselves, in our communities, in our culture, and in our

world?  How can that happen?

You may have noticed that Paul was comparing two different “points of view” in

the passage we heard.  “For those who live according to the flesh set their

minds on the things of the flesh, but those who live according to the Spirit set

their minds on the things of the Spirit.  To set the mind on the flesh is death,

but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace.”(8:5-6)  

When Paul uses these metaphors of “flesh” and “spirit”, we would do well to

consider what he is not referring to, in order to understand what he is getting at.  Paul

is not, when talking about “flesh” referring to the so-called fleshly sins, or of the

freeing or renunciation of human instinct.  Rather, flesh is the pressure always and

everywhere to have to serve oneself.  Flesh is the idolatry and the person-cult in

which we are concerned only with ourselves.  Flesh is un-freedom, and renders us

unable to love, unable to change, because we are always at the center.  Spirit, on the

other hand, for Paul, is not vague or metaphysical, but rather spirit engages us in a

different frame of reference, an expanded frame of reference.  Spirit engages us in

transforma-tion, in expansiveness, and, as he clearly states, leads to life and peace. 
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Rather than focusing on ourselves; God, or divine love, agapÝ, is at the center. These

are metaphors which are, I believe, relevant for our age and time. These are

contrasting mind-sets that either draw us closer to each other, and thus to God, or

which pushes us apart, and away from the divine and focused solely on ourselves.  

So, are we in need of changing who we are and what mind-set we have been

choosing?  Are we even able if we wish to change?  Paul reminds the church

community in Rome that they already have the resources to set their minds on the

spirit.  “But you are not in the flesh; you are in the Spirit, since the Spirit of God

dwells in you.” (8:9a)  Good news indeed!

In the midst of this Covid-19 pandemic, several truths are being made clear to

us, if we have eyes to see.  A group of us is more susceptible to contracting Covid-19

and more likely to die from the infection.  There is no denying that this distinction is

based in part on racial distinctions in our society.  People of Color are dying at

significantly higher rates than their presence in our society.  Of those who died in

New York City, for example, data shows about 34% of COVID-19 deaths were

Hispanic people, who represent 29% of the city population. Black people represented

28% of COVID-19 deaths and 22% of the city population, revealing the virus as

disproportionately killing people of color.  86% of all deaths were among people who

had underlying illnesses, such as hypertension and diabetes.  Additionally, many

people of color are represented in the group of essential workers (bus drivers, transit

workers, nurses, technicians, janitorial, etc.) and those with underlying illnesses.  The

virus has illustrated that some in our midst have not been treated equally.
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And now we are all at last at least aware of what most people of color have

been dealing with in terms of violence, for as long as they can remember.  America’s

original sin of slavery, while ending a century and a half ago, continues on with

implicit, as well as explicit, bias in our own time.  This violence is not merely at the

hands of some police officers, but as a result of implicit bias throughout our society. 

So, how can change happen?  

What does setting our minds on the spirit mean in such a world as ours, in

such lives as ours?  First, it means that our imagination is a gift of the spirit that can

lead to personal and societal and cultural change.  Biblical scholar, Walter

Brueggemann, describes our encounters with scripture as exercises in imaginative

remembering.  Describing how this has been taking place for centuries, so that rather

than just documentation of what was taking place, scripture itself sought to discover

the meaning of scripture for each generation’s time.  Imagination is the key to how we

interpret our world, he posits.

And so too it is with all change.  Listen to social philosopher, Prof. Angela

Davis.  “Just as it was once possible and important for people to imagine a world

without slavery — a world beyond slavery…it is now important to imagine a world

without xenophobia and the fenced-in borders that are designed to make us think

about the people of the south as the enemy…and one in which violence is eradicated

from state practice as well as from our intimate lives. It is really important to work with

your imagination, to use your imagination, to think beyond the moment.”  “The critical

impulse we need to develop involves a commitment to use knowledge in a

transformative way. To use knowledge to help remake the world so that it is better for
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all of its inhabitants. This critical impulse means that we have to absolutely refuse to

attribute any kind of permanency to that which is, simply because it is.”  (Dr. Angela

Davis, professor U.C. Santa Cruz)

The pre-requisite for creating change is imagination, not only of what might be,

but also the very fact that change is possible; should we say, inevitable?  When we

read in Paul’s choice dichotomy that we are not stuck with who we are.   But, all too

often, we are uncomfortable with the possibilities of what change might bring.  What

will setting our mind on spirit mean for our comfort and our position in this imperfect

world?  What will we lose if there is change?

When we’re feeling the discomfort of change, we should try not to run away

from that discomfort too quickly. We can let ourselves feel the discomfort and try to

understand what it is that is so intolerable. Yes, I know we don’t like discomfort. But

quite often when we let ourselves fully experience our discomfort, we can learn some

very important things about ourselves that can help us change.  Discomfort is trying

to tell us something about how far we have strayed from the life of Spirit.

Finally, we can also be impatient for change to come.  We too often buy into

our cultural expectations and expect instant gratification; that somehow taking a pill

will bring change without difficulty. And so, we are more likely to be successful if we

can break the behavior we’re trying to change into smaller, more attainable goals. 

For example, if you’re trying to eat healthier, start with adding a vegetable and a fruit

to your regular meal plan every day, rather than revamping your entire menu all at

once. Slow and gradual modification, rather than huge abrupt change, gives the
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opportunity to take things one step at a time, which can be more productive and more

likely to result in real change.  

This is especially true when we seek to address something as complex as

systemic racism.  In fact, creating change in something as challenging and

disquieting as racism in our culture may require even more attention to small,

concrete, and measurable steps.  We may not want to experience the discomfort of

these difficult discussions, but keeping our mind on the spirit of God allows us to take

the small, but important, and non-defensive steps that can open us to real change.   

But the daily challenge, the daily discipline is to address our attention, away

from the world of flesh, away from self, away from the narcissism which comes so

naturally to us; and setting our mind toward the spirit, the spirit of the divine, the spirit

of love, the spirit that pulls us out of ourselves, out of our self-absorption and quest

for power and things.  It is in setting the mind on the spirit where we will find real

change, transformation, new life and peace.  That is enough work for each new day

with the power of the Spirit of God.  Even so may it be for us each day.  Amen.  
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