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SCRIPTURE LESSON:  

Romans 10:5-15  Salvation Is for All
5 Moses writes concerning the righteousness that comes from the law, that “the person
who does these things will live by them.” 6 But the righteousness that comes from faith
says, “Do not say in your heart, ‘Who will ascend into heaven?’” (that is, to bring Christ
down) 7 “or ‘Who will descend into the abyss?’” (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead).
8 But what does it say?

“The word is near you, on your lips and in your heart”

(that is, the word of faith that we proclaim); 9 because  if you confess with your lips that
Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be
saved. 10 For one believes with the heart and so is justified, and one confesses with the
mouth and so is saved. 11 The scripture says, “No one who believes in him will be put to
shame.” 12 For there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; the same Lord is Lord of
all and is generous to all who call on him. 13 For, “Everyone who calls on the name of the
Lord shall be saved.”

14 But how are they to call on one in whom they have not believed? And how are they to
believe in one of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without
someone to proclaim him? 15 And how are they to proclaim him unless they are sent? As
it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!”

Matthew 14:22-33   Jesus Walks on the Water

22 Immediately he made the disciples get into the boat and go on ahead to the other
side, while he dismissed the crowds. 23 And after he had dismissed the crowds, he went
up the mountain by himself to pray. When evening came, he was there alone, 24 but by
this time the boat, battered by the waves, was far from the land,[a] for the wind was
against them. 25 And early in the morning he came walking toward them on the sea. 26
But when the disciples saw him walking on the sea, they were terrified, saying, “It is a
ghost!” And they cried out in fear. 27 But immediately Jesus spoke to them and said,
“Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid.”

28 Peter answered him, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water.” 29
He said, “Come.” So Peter got out of the boat, started walking on the water, and came
toward Jesus. 30 But when he noticed the strong wind, he became frightened, and
beginning to sink, he cried out, “Lord, save me!” 31 Jesus immediately reached out his
hand and caught him, saying to him, “You of little faith, why did you doubt?” 32 When
they got into the boat, the wind ceased. 33 And those in the boat worshiped him, saying,
“Truly you are the Son of God.”



SERMON:  Making Sense of Reality Bruce Lee-Clark

During this pandemic, I have worked many hours at a computer

upstairs in my home, surrounded by books, and also on my way up and

down the stairs, pictures of my children and my growing grandson.  As

wonderful as these pictures are, they are merely a shadow of the reality of

those people.  And when we have been able to come together, either on

Zoom or other electronic means, and even in person, I am reminded of the

distance between us, and the difference between an image and the real

thing.  In a very real way, that difference illustrates Paul’s point in our

passage this morning.

The philosopher, Plato, wrote an allegory in his masterwork, The

Republic.   Socrates tells his disciple, Glaucon, to imagine people living in a

great underground cave, which is only open to the outside at the end of a

steep and difficult ascent. Most of the people in the cave are prisoners

chained facing the back wall of the cave so that they can neither move nor

turn their heads. A great fire burns behind them, and all the prisoners can

see are the shadows playing on the wall in front of them. They have been

chained in that position all their lives.  There are others in the cave, carrying

objects, but all the prisoners can see of them is their shadows. Some of the

others speak, but there are echoes in the cave that make it difficult for the

prisoners to understand which person is saying what.  Socrates then

describes the difficulties a prisoner might have adapting to being freed from

this cave. When he sees that there are solid objects in the cave, not just

shadows, he is confused. Instructors can tell him that what he saw before

was an illusion, but at first, he will assume his shadow life was the reality.  

Eventually, he will be dragged out into the sun, be painfully dazzled by the

brightness, and stunned by the beauty of the moon and the stars. Once he

becomes accustomed to the light, he will pity the people in the cave and

want to stay above and apart from them, but think of them and his own past



no longer. The new arrivals will choose to remain in the light, but, says

Socrates, they must not. Because for true enlightenment, to understand and

apply what is goodness and justice, they must descend back into the

darkness, join those chained to the wall, and share their new knowledge

with them.

His point is, it seems to me, clear.  We become, all too often, like

those chained to the wall, and too often, we need to be dragged kicking and

screaming into the sunlight in order to experience the reality of life as it is,

previously unaware of how close to us real life exists.  

It seems easy for us as human beings to venture through our lives,

blissfully unaware of what is constructing our reality, what is often merely

shadows in front of us, and what is affecting how we see the world, blinding

us to the reality that can be all around us.  One psychologist writes:  “Our

personal perceptions of the world influence us on many levels. Our

perceptions mandate our expectations, thoughts, emotional reactions, and

even the physical terrain of our nervous system. Our perceptions therefore

shape the person we are when are alone and with a group. It includes what

comes to your mind when you see a tree; the thoughts that manifest when

thinking about Africa; the emotions that unfold when confronted with new

ideas, and so on. You understand the world through your perceptions of it.

The way your world view, reality tunnel, mental filter, or perception is

constructed has been theorized on for years, and it is closely related to this

nature of perception.”  [Kirsten Pilkvist]

This may explain why, even now, we are in the midst of a series of

serious discussions about unconscious bias and what one author calls

“white fragility”.  All of us who have been raised in a culture which has seen

whiteness as the norm have unconsciously taken in perceptions, ideas, and



judgments about those who are non-white, unlike the norm, and we are not

fully aware of these biases.  Only when confronted with actual data, (for

instance, traffic stop data that shows that non-white drivers are pulled over

by police at a rate far exceeding their proportion of the population, and

searched at a rate much higher than their white counterparts, even though

data shows they are much less likely to be carrying contraband than their

white counterparts) do we have to confront the reality that we are living out

our unconscious bias.

Believe it or not, Paul is confronting this same reality about human

nature.  Paul is now arguing that the God of Creation is not as far away from

the Christians of Rome or their Jewish brothers and sisters as they might

both be thinking.  By quoting from the Torah, from Deuteronomy, as well as

the prophets Isaiah and Joel, he makes his argument in its interpretation. 

“The word is near to you, on your lips and in your heart.”       

The larger context of Deuteronomy 30 is instructive. It speaks of the

restoration of Israel’s fortunes after they have experienced the curses of the

covenant and, ultimately, exile in Babylon because of their failure to keep

the law. This text anticipates the day when the people and their

descendants will return to God, who will circumcise their hearts so that they

may “love him with all your heart and with all your soul, and live.” (30:6) This

promise fits with the message of the prophets that God will establish a new

covenant with his people by which he will circumcise their hearts and write

his law upon them (Jeremiah 31:31-34). The point is that the life promised

by the law (Leviticus 18:5) is finally accomplished by the redemptive work of

God (Deuteronomy 30).

A friend, speaking at Marsh Chapel last Sunday writes:  “Faith is the

affirmative answer to the question whether life has meaning. Faith is the

affirmative answer to the question whether love is real.  Faith is the

affirmative answer to the question whether struggle is redemptive.  Faith is



the affirmative answer to the question whether friendship is nourishing.”  He

may as well have been writing for the Apostle Paul.  For his soon to be

friends in Rome, as well as his adversaries in Jerusalem, Paul is arguing

that despite their strongly held perceptions that their world is far away (shall

we say divorced?) from the divine, that they are living in the midst of the

turbulent stormy sea of Matthew’s story, that they are living in a dark and

challenging time, the reality that awaits them in the sunshine outside their

self-made cave is found in Faith.  

Paul expands upon the nearness and accessibility of God’s

redemption in Christ by expressing the ease and extent of its application.

The ease of God’s redemption is that all people are made righteous, given

right standing not by keeping the law, but by faith. The extent of God’s

restoration is that this expression of faith apart from the law makes salvation

accessible to both Jew and Gentile alike.  It is as close as their mouths and

hearts.  This restoration is a divine and hopeful “yes, and…” in response to

our negative reply of “but…”  The ease and closeness of God’s redemptive,

restorative act in Christ is, despite all our protestations, despite our despair,

despite our objections, is near at hand, and has transformative power.  This

is the Good News of this day and each day to follow.  Despite the Covid

pandemic, despite the inequalities based on race that we who are white

have too often ignored or been blind to, despite the trials of living with an

economy that is not serving all people in our neighborhoods and state

because we cannot safely open, despite the uncertainties that surround us

and our children in schools, social gatherings, churches, and in our whole

lives; God’s grace and redemptive restorative power is near to us even now.

We lost a champion of that redemptive power just recently.  Known as

“the preacher” from an early age when he would preach to the chickens



about God’s power to redeem and to change, John Lewis reminds us of our

call to respond to the Reality of God which surrounds us if we take on the

eyes of faith:

“Do not get lost in a sea of despair. Be hopeful; be optimistic. Our

struggle is not the struggle of a day, a week, a month or a year; it is the

struggle of a lifetime. Never, ever be afraid to make some noise and get into

good trouble, necessary trouble.”  [John Lewis, 1940–2020]

And so we are called out into the sunshine of God’s reality that is

nearer than we dare to think.  Amen.


