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To the extent possible, effort has been made to preserve the quality of the spoken word in this written adaptation.

Where were you following the Rodney King verdict in 1992?  Recent events in Los Angeles, 

Minneapolis, and throughout the country have brought back memories of other periods of 

unrest, protests and rioting following altercations between the police and African Americans.  

Pat Harvey, a local news reporter, covered the story then and was recently interviewed about the 

events of those days at the end of April and early May of 1992.  People lost their lives, suffered 

injury, were arrested, and businesses were looted and destroyed — some never to return.  

I was serving on the pastoral staff in a congregation in San Diego, California at the time.  The 

Point Loma Presbyterian Church is located on the peninsula between the bay and the Pacific 

Ocean.  It’s a bedroom community for the downtown area with easy access and stunning views, 

close to the beach and the yacht club.  Several times a week I traveled from Point Loma to 

Southeast San Diego to play basketball at the Jackie Robinson YMCA.  Being from Minneapolis 

and a little naïve, I didn’t know that white people usually don’t frequent that area of the city.  

Someone invited me to play there and I simply kept going back.  I even played on the men’s 

team representing the Jackie Robinson YMCA in league play.  One of my teammates was the 

former two-time NBA All-Star, Phil Smith, who played for the Golden State Warriors.  I was 

punching above my weight class.  Michael Lewis worked there as the athletic director.  He was 

a muscular, athletic, black man with a quick wit and a great sense of humor.  We became good 

friends.  I even officiated at his wedding.   

On one occasion, after playing basketball for several hours, I was seated with several other players 

talking while we changed shoes and prepared to return home.  I was the only white person in the 

gym, which was frequently the case.  Michael found a watch that someone had left in the gym.  He 

asked if it belonged to any one of us.  It was exactly like my watch, a Timex, but I was pretty sure 

I had left my watch at home.  Since no one else claimed it, Michael suggested that I take it and if 

my watch was at home, I could bring it back and we would try to find the owner.  So, I put on the 

watch and we continued talking.  Shortly after that in walked the owner, one of the ball players, 

looking for his watch.  I’m the only white guy in the gym and I’m wearing his watch, feeling a little 

uncomfortable at that moment.  Before I could say anything, Michael responded, “Yeah, we found 

your watch!  We auctioned it off and the white guy had the most money!”  Humor is such a gift.  

It cut any tension in the room and my own anxiety and we all laughed as I gave him his watch.  
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Another one of the regular players was an African American Presbyterian pastor who served 

a church in that neighborhood.  We became friends as well.  People at the Point Loma Church 

assumed I must be going to Southeast San Diego for some kind of mission work.  I was going 

several times a week because it fed my soul and gave me permission to play — the best way to 

form friendships.  Why can we seem to cross racial divides in sports that we can’t cross in other 

areas of our life together?         

Following the Rodney King verdict, I hesitated that Friday morning.  For years I had played 

basketball on Friday mornings but the rioting in Los Angeles unleashed a racial divide throughout 

southern California, or perhaps exposed a racial divide, or cemented a racial divide.  I don’t really 

know!  Aware of increased risk, I nevertheless decided that these were my friends first and 

foremost.  I was unwilling to assume I was persona non grata until I had evidence of it.  And I 

was worried about my friends.  I loaded up my basketball stuff and drove to the YMCA.  Trent 

was playing that day and following the game he had to drive up to LAX where he worked as a 

baggage handler.  He asked me to pray for his safety, because he was scared to death to have to 

go to work. (And I thought I was afraid!)  

Working with the black pastor of the Southeast Presbyterian Church, we organized a dialogue 

between our two congregations, with visits to our respective places of worship, complete with 

celebratory meals following worship and discussions about race.  It was a start.  

When the COVID 19 virus began, the ringing chant was that “We’re all in this together.”  But 

when the protests over race began, we became much more divided.  In my limited experience, 

regarding race we are all in this together.  There’s no escaping it and the challenges are significant.  

Whether you’re white or black or brown or Asian or Native American — we have history together 

and our destinies are tied to one another.  

That’s essentially the point Paul is making in these first few chapters of Romans.  Racial tensions 

were different in the first century.  Jews and Gentiles were in no position to criticize or judge 

one another because both will be judged by the same God.  Their destiny was tied together.  

I’m reminded of the phrase from the wedding ceremony, “What God has joined together, let 

no one separate!”  
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In 1918, while serving as a pastor, Karl Barth published his Romans commentary.  He entitled 

this portion of the epistle, “The Night.”  After beginning with a bit of good news about the 

gospel, Paul quickly turns to the bad news: the crisis of humanity.  The good news allows us to 

see the bad news.  Paul begins with a description of the Gentiles that comes straight from the 

synagogues.  They are deviants deserving of God’s judgment and punishment.  But then in this 

passage he turns the prosecution towards the Jews who are seen as equally guilty and deserving of 

God’s judgment and punishment.  “Therefore, you have no excuse, whoever you are, when you 

judge others, for in passing judgment on another you condemn yourself because you, the judge, 

are doing the very same thing.”  The Jews in chapter two are in the very same predicament as 

the Gentiles in chapter one.  He builds the argument to a crescendo to hook some of the Jewish 

Christians who want to separate themselves from the Gentiles.  In the section known as the 

“Night” in chapter three, Paul concludes with the claim that “all have sinned and fall short of 

the glory of God.”  Today it is less about Jews and Gentiles and more about whites and blacks, 

but the same principle holds.

There is a grim portrayal of the human crisis in this section of Romans.  And we know how grim 

it can get.  But Paul denounces those who are judging in this chapter because they are in no 

position to judge, since they commit the same sins and errors.  The main problem in the human 

crisis is idolatry.  According to Barth, “When God has been deprived of his glory, humankind is 

also deprived of theirs.”1   

“Fugitive is the soul in this world and soulless is the world, when people do not find themselves 

within the sphere of the knowledge of the unknown God, when they avoid the true God in 

whom they and the world must lose themselves in order that both may find themselves again.”2   

It captures something of what we’re experiencing these days.

The description of the human crisis is followed by the compounding of the crisis and the failure 

of every human solution to solve the crisis.  The exchange of godliness for ungodliness is the 

central theme of the prosecution.  The human crisis that we see playing out in a myriad of ways 

is fundamentally a breakdown of the essential relationships of human beings:  

1   Barth, Karl, The Epistle to the Romans (London: Oxford University Press, 1968) P.51
2   Ibid. pg.48 
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•  Our relationship with God

•  Our relationship with ourselves

•  Our relationship with our neighbor

•  And our relationship with the created order, the earth and nature.

A breakdown in any one of these relationships will negatively affect all the other relationships. 

But to Paul, it is most fundamental that the relationship in the greatest crisis is our relationship 

with God.  The breakdown with God has led to confusion inwardly and hurtful actions outwardly.  

This breakdown is cumulative and all human solutions are inadequate.  

The doctrine of sin helps to explain why we so often miss the mark in life and why it can 

sometimes feel as if darkness is descending ( i.e. “The Night”).  Rev. Dr. Earl Palmer illustrates 

the crisis in this way:  Imagine four cruise ship passengers have fallen overboard in the middle 

of the ocean.  Let’s analyze their situation from the perspective of “What won’t help now.”  For 

example, whether a passenger is a first-class or a second-class passenger won’t help now.  It 

doesn’t matter. 

Say passenger one is an Ephesian and devoted follower of Diana, the goddess of the Ephesians.  

He retrieves a 38-pound statue of Diana just before falling overboard.  Being the goddess of 

fertility and wealth is totally irrelevant to the person in the water.  Not only is the statue no help 

but the passenger is now supporting her weight while treading water.  The problem with idols 

is that they are inappropriate to the crisis.  More likely they just weigh you down.    

Passenger two is an expert, long-distance swimmer who initially believes he can swim to safety 

and is self-righteously critical of the others for not having dieted and exercised like him.  What 

he doesn’t realize is that he is over a thousand miles from land.  Unfortunately, his conditioning 

and ability is no match for the immensity of the crisis.  

Passenger three has been studying maps and instruments in the chart room just before falling 

overboard.  He is like the Jewish legalist who knows the law.  Also a bit self-righteous, passenger 

three is able to tell passenger two that the nearest land is 1,679 miles away and the water 

temperature is 41 degrees.  Paul’s insight is that knowledge of the law increases the crisis.  The 

legalist is a reality check, but of no help.  
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Passenger four is an atheist who doesn’t believe in oceans or cruise ships.  But denying their 

existence is no help in the crisis.  The night is descending, the crisis is real and increasingly 

dangerous.    

The human crisis expresses itself in many different ways.  Our brokenness is apparent in the ways 

we mistreat one another, in our racial and economic divisions, in the ways we treat ourselves, in 

our failed and strained relationships within our families, in the ways we despoil the earth and 

consume natural resources.  And we are all in this together.  We are all susceptible to infection 

from COVID-19.  We all breathe the same air.  We are all infected with a cancer called sin.  We 

are all capable of racism.  In this ocean it doesn’t matter what cabin you were in before going 

overboard, or the color of your skin, or which side of the ocean you come from, or how well 

you can swim.  The predicament and the brokenness is beyond your ability to solve, fix, manage, 

police, restrain, confine, protest, or tear down.  

The good news and the bad news is that we are all in this together.  But we are not alone in this 

together.  God is present with us.  Already there are signs of new life.  But that is next week’s 

sermon.  While we are in a crisis that requires the intervention of Almighty God, there is still 

something that we can do.  

Let me conclude with a quote from the forward to the second edition of Reinhold Niebuhr’s 

little book entitled, The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness.  Reflecting in 1959 on his 

book written 15 years earlier, regarding the cold war, Niebuhr writes, “If we escape disaster it 

will only be by the slow growth of mutual trust and the tissues of community over the awful 

chasm of the present international crisis.”

What was needed then is also needed now.  The “slow growth of mutual trust and the tissues 

of community over the awful chasm.”  At their best, the peaceful protests of recent days have 

been an attempt to build that mutual trust and the tissues of community.  Amen


