
SCRIPTURE LESSON AND SERMON   - JUNE 21, 2020

Jeremiah 20:7-13       Jeremiah Denounces His Persecutors

7 0 Lord, you have enticed me, and I was enticed;
you have overpowered me,and you have prevailed.
I have become a laughing-stock all day long;everyone mocks me.
8 For whenever I speak, I must cry out,
I must shout, 'Violence and destruction!' For the word of the Lord has
become for me a reproach and derision all day long.
9 If I say, 'I will not mention him, or speak any more in his name',
then within me there is something like a burning fire shut up in my bones;
I am weary with holding it in, and I cannot.
10 For I hear many whispering: 'Terror is all around! Denounce him! Let us
denounce him!' All my close friends are watching for me to stumble.
'Perhaps he can be enticed, and we can prevail against him, and take our
revenge on him.' 11 But the Lord is with me like a dread warrior; therefore
my persecutors will stumble, and they will not prevail. They will be greatly
shamed, for they will not succeed. Their eternal dishonour will never be
forgotten 

12 0 Lord of hosts, you test the righteous, you see the heart and the
mind; let me see your retribution upon them, for to you I have committed
my cause. 13 Sing to the Lord; praise the Lord! For he has delivered the
life of the needy from the hands of evildoers.

Romans 5:12-19 Adam and Christ

Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death came
through sin, and so death spread to all because all have sinned— sin was indeed
in the world before the law, but sin is not reckoned when there is no law. Yet
death exercised dominion from Adam to Moses, even over those whose sins
were not like the transgression of Adam, who is a type of the one who was to
come.But the free gift is not like the trespass. For if the many died through the
one man's trespass, much more surely have the grace of God and the free gift in
the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, abounded for the many. And the free gift
is not like the effect of the one man's sin.

For the judgement following one trespass brought condemnation, but the free gift
following many trespasses brings justification. If, because of the one man's
trespass, death exercised dominion through that one, much more surely will
those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness
exercise dominion in life through the one man, Jesus Christ. Therefore just as
one man's trespass led to condemnation for all, so one man's act of
righteousness leads to justification and life for all. For just as by the one man's
disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man's obedience the
many will be made righteous.



We Will Be Made Well  

- Bruce Lee-Clark

You will be thankful that we will not be parsing out Paul's argument that is only
partially developed in this passage. In this "letter" to the Romans, the apostle is seeking
to introduce himself to the Roman church, and in so doing, is making his case for an
understanding of the human predicament that he had been preaching throughout the
eastern Mediterranean. As a dear friend and colleague, Bob Hill, Dean of Marsh Chapel
at Boston University, recently wrote:
"This is the great watershed of the faith of Christ, simply stated for you and me, for the
dying.

What dim reflections we find of Love, here in the dark, come from the death of Christ.
The great peaks in human history dimly reflect this love: Alexander the glory of Athens,
Augustus and the pride of Rome, Michelangelo and the beauty of Florence, Franklin
and the birth of a nation. The great peaks of spirit do too: Dionysius the Areopagite,
Augustine's mother, Katie von Bora, Joan of Arc, Teresa of Avila. Love is not for the
simple, only. Love is for the wise. One friend, now dead, alone caught the humor of a
single phrase, years ago: we think of ourselves as 'temporarily immortal'. You
remember the basic points in Romans: 1:16, the Gospel of which Paul is not
ashamed...2:21, our condition, foolish faithless, heartless ruthless.. .8:33, hope that is
seen is not hope...10:9, if you confess with your lips...12:9, let love be genuine... You
hear and receive his basic terms in this central high peak chapter 5: faith, the gift of
God in Jesus Christ; peace, the closeness of faith and the absence of barrier; hope, not
seen; glory, heaven yes but also the full humanity for which we were made; spirit, that
which confers conveys conducts all the above, and all of them circling agape, the
initiative of God loving us into love and freeing us into freedom. Our business here is
dying. Life is about learning to die. How are we ever going to manage? Our almost
interminable avoidance will not, in itself, cut it. Love alone justifies. Love alone brings
peace. Love alone provides space in grace. Love alone hints at glory. Love alone
outlasts suffering. Love alone is stronger than death. Love alone stoops to give out for
the weak and lost. Love alone bleeds on your behalf. Love alone reconciles enemies."
[Rev. Dr. Robert A. Hill, 6/14/20, Marsh Chapel at Boston University]

Paul discovers and communicates this all through the death of Jesus the Christ.
This is not merely the death of one as some sort of payment (atonement), for that is
more from the Gospel writers, particularly Matthew. No, there is something more
powerful here than some mere transaction. There is a foundational revelation through
which we are re-incorporated into the original plan of the Divine. That is why we have
heard this morning of the comparison of Adam to Moses, and later Adam to Christ. In
the death of Jesus the Christ, we are incorporated into a new community, and therefore
a share of righteousness. "For as by one man's disobedience (Adam) many were made
sinners, so by one man's obedience (Jesus) many will be made righteous." (5:19)

Now, the word, "righteousness," is an English translation of a Greek translation
of a Hebrew concept or idea, and while Jesus spoke none of those languages; Paul
wrote in Greek and understood some Hebrew. The root Hebrew concept here is sedeq,



which was usually translated in the LXX as dikaiosynJ [the Apostle Paul's Bible]. Sedeq
represents not so much an abstract idea like justice or virtue, as it does right standing
and consequent right behavior, within a living and breathing community. Many of us
who think about these sorts of things have long recognized that the traditional
translation of the idea of sedeq as righteousness is totally inadequate, at least in part
because the word righteousness is now seen as so "religious" that it has lost most of its
meaning, if it ever had some. The Sedeq that we are supposed to become is more
alive, more dynamic than any notion of righteousness that I have considered or seen.

Sedeq is about living in the midst of living and loving relationships, both within a
community of people, and between that community of people (us) and the divine spirit
which creates all things and makes all things new. This is not merely being in right
relationship, but building and creating and living loving relationships, believing in the
reality of these at our very core, and so choosing to act out of this very core of our
being... .out of who we are, out of our saltiness and out of our light. You can see why it
is difficult to do the work of translation when one Hebrew term can have a meaning that
is difficult to capture.

So, one might rightfully ask, what does all of this have to do with us, here, in
these moments of pandemic living? Or, to put it another way, what does Paul's claim
that by Christ's death we all will be made righteous, or recognizing that we are living in
the midst of loving relationships? One of the continuing debates about the national
trauma we have experienced after viewing George Floyd's death is whether the cause
of his death and the many, countless more are the result of a "few bad apples" or
whether there is something systemic going on. Is this merely a matter of individual
responsibility or is there something in the business of policing, how it has been taught,
how it has been practiced, the culture that has developed, that has targeted people who
are black and brown? And so often the argument is put in these stark terms.

If we see righteousness as only a matter of individual behavior, then the answer
is clear to us. Let's weed out the "bad apples" and the problem is solved. If there is
something more, then our answer is less clear.

Martin Luther King, Jr. spoke of an inescapable web of mutuality in which we are
all captured. He was speaking from Paul's sense of righteousness, of mutuality, of living
in a loving and breathing community where we are a part of each other. I do know that
systematic racism is a reality, for until I was attending University; I was privileged,
growing up in a nearly all white community in Upstate New York, never to have to worry
about my race making me a target.

However, as I grew older, my experiences as an attorney taught me much more. While
working in arraignment court early on a December morning (7 a.m.), it dawned on me
that from all appearances here, the only people who used and sold drugs were black or
brown. Knowing that was not the case, and after representing many of the defendants, I
saw patterns. I realized that their use was often outdoors and on the stoops, and



therefore, much easier to apprehend. My white friends and neighbors bought and used
their illegal drugs indoors, where a warrant was needed. Why go to all the trouble of
getting a warrant for a big cocaine bust, when you can get lots of crack busts much
easier. That, my friends, is systemic racism, particularly when New York State made the
penalties for crack much worse than for cocaine! We were caught in a web of mutuality,
indeed.

And so, like most questions of our day, posed in the either/or fashion, the answer
is not so easy. It is more likely both/and. Righteousness carries with it a sense of
individual responsibility, but also a necessary community component....making the life
and death of Jesus more corporate in its effects than we usually think.

Lest we think that all this has come upon us in a hurry, the 1967 and '68 Kerner
Commission Report noted that "our nation is moving toward two societies, one black,
one white, separate and unequal." That was when I was 16/7! And during the early
months of the corona pandemic, those two societies, those divisions, wholly
unnecessary but real, became crystal clear in the mortality rates among us here in the
United States. These two societies, separate and unequal are damaging to our country,
and to our lives. We who are privileged have much to change.

For Paul, Adam, and Moses, and Jesus in his argument are individuals, but they
are also "types", representing all of us and each of us at the same time. Both/and. Paul
sees in the life and especially the death of Jesus a transforming power for individuals,
but also and especially for community, for koinonia, for ecclesia, for church.

I said in the title that we are made well. Righteousness, living in a loving
community, is what makes us well, makes us whole; transforms us from the solitary and
lonely, to the well and whole. Paul couldn't have anticipated where we are this day, but
his letter to the Romans, his testament to the power of the death and resurrection of
Jesus can strengthen us for the journey. Thanks be to God. Amen.


