“Going the Distance”

Psalm 8

Romans 5:1-6, 9

May the words of mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer. Amen.

In our spiritual life going the distance sometimes requires that we stand still – yes, stand still so that God can carry us and speak to our hearts. Today is just such a time. This Sunday we stand still to behold the mystery and the majesty of the Trinity: God the Father, his son Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit. These lectionary texts selected for Trinity Sunday reframe our understanding of who we are, where we are going and how to interpret our experience along the way.

We begin by listening to the psalmist, who reflects upon creation and asks who are we to God? The unforgettable words fill us with awe, “O Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth. When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars that you have established; what are human beings that you are mindful of them, mortals that you care for them?”

His answer is poetic, “Yet you have made them a little lower than God, and crowned them with glory and honor. You have given them dominion…put all things under their feet.” Yet means even though the distance between God and man is large, God has crowned us with glory made us just below angels and given us dominion over the earth or put another way created us in his image.

For the author of this psalm that says it all but for us it may seem an incomplete answer so let me be clear: love – God’s unfathomable love for us – that is what our dominion is grounded upon for all time. God made us just a little lower than angels created us in his image because he loves us.

Dominion is an old fashioned word but we exercise dominion all the time – its power, control, influence. Exercising dominion as God intended is not easy. Let me illustrate.

An old and venerable institution of higher learning broke ground for a Department of Philosophy Building. The President of the university invited the professors to select the inscription for the building. And so they did.

Dedication day arrived and as faculty, alums and dignitaries looked on he unveiled the drapery over the inscription. The esteemed faculty saw not the words they selected but these, “What is man that you are mindful of him?” Psalm8:4.

On that occasion in Harvard Yard over 100 years ago, President Eliot taught his faculty, and all future students, that cross the threshold of Emerson Hall, that dominion is not about what we know but what God has graced us with for his glory. For Eliot exercising dominion meant remembering who God is and who we really are before Him. He gave them, and gives us, a sense of place.

In the year 55, approximately 20 years after he first started to preach the Good News of the resurrection, Paul writes to the church in Rome, that he did not found and had never met, to reassure them of not just their place in this world but also their place in the future: eternal life.

The church in Rome was in distress. In the year 49 the Emperor Claudius expelled Jews from Rome because of disturbances that most scholars concur were related to following Jesus. When Nero became emperor in 54 Jews were able to return to Rome. The transition was difficult. Friction arose within the new community of faith between Jewish and Gentile followers and Rome ramped up the pressure to worship Roman gods including the emperor.

Once Paul establishes that they stand in good stead before God: justified by faith in Jesus and the promise of eternal life made possible by the cross, Paul addresses their circumstances. How should they interpret their suffering? Paul tackles hope in the midst of some pretty hopeless circumstances. How perfect for us today to consider their plight in a time we might lose heart over our economy, terrorism and the catastrophe of oil that will forever redefine our oceans and our lands. How perfect for a day when we name our joys and concerns and look for God’s healing touch in sickness and for those that mourn losses too big to understand.

Paul’s answer is a lyrical progression. A classic move in rhetoric he makes the object of the first phrase the subject of the next: it is convincing: glory in our suffering because suffering produces endurance, endurance produces characters, character produces hope and hope will not disappoint. The word disappoint means disgrace and this is likely the word that captivated the Roman church. Paul said hope in Christ means that no one can ever put you to shame.

That is huge, a game changer for the Roman Empire that consolidated all power within the rubric of pride and shame. There is a reason Jesus was considered subversive: shame was essential for their hold on power. In William Barclay’s translation, he uses the word trouble for suffering from the Greek thlipsis that means literally pressure. That word unlocked the text for me.

Pressure: when we are under pressure from deadlines at work, demands at home, gossip on the school yard, or on the lighter side, pressure during the club championship or a triathlon all bets are off. That is when we really see who we are and in my experience, I am usually disappointed to find out that I am not always who I had hoped to be – but it gives us a moment of truth nonetheless. And it is a moment of truth that interests Paul. Paul is helping this Roman church, and us, deal with the gap between who they want to be and the pressure they are under. Paul fills that gap with Jesus who has ushered them into grace and the Holy Spirit who fills them with the love God has poured forth on us.

Paul legitimizes difficulties – what I mean by that is he refutes the idea that bad things happen to bad people and reframe it into bad things happen and good things can come of it in Christ. No one sums up our feelings about suffering building character better than Tavya in Fiddler on the Roof who lifts his hands and face toward heaven and says, “O God I know we are your chosen people but maybe sometimes, once in a while, you could choose someone else.”

However we try to avoid pressure there would be no diamonds without the pressure of all those rocks over all those years. Many a child psychologist has observed that parents need to allow their kids to fail and let them feel the consequences of their choices now in small things so that they will be prepared to take responsibility for themselves and live successfully in a competitive world when they grow up and become adults.

Until there is pressure we lack the opportunity to personally experience hope in Jesus Christ that will not disappoint. Let me give you an example that seems apropos to this Memorial Day weekend.

Sunday school teachers throughout New York and Pennsylvania collected money at a time when there was none. For years they gathered pennies from their young students to buy a memorial stone for a special monument under construction in Washington D.C.  Finally in 1865 they purchased the stone. Of all the bible verse what do you suppose the children and teachers chose to inscribe on landing 24 of the 898 step staircase leading to the top of the Washington Monument?

Train children in the right way, and when old they will not stray.




 Proverbs 22:6.

The right way is hope in all circumstances.

The construction of the monument was itself a tribute to hope in the midst of strife. Constructed despite a civil war, lack of funds, political infighting and intrigue the Washington Monument was competed 36 years after the cornerstone was laid with a bible. The capstone was put in place fully 555 feet 5 inches above the ground and inscribed as well.

The words are visible only from the air. Most visitors are unaware of them but as a journalist pointed out, “at the highest point over what is the most powerful city in the most successful nation in the world are the words “Laos Deo” “Praise be to God.”  Someone knew that our foundation, as well as our capstone, must be God.

Let us pray

O God we praise you from whom all blessings flow and ask that you instill in us the confidence of Paul that you work for good in all things.  Give us patience to withstand pressure, and open our hearts to receive your love and peace.  Amen.
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