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

On this Father’s Day I want to take a moment to comment upon one silver lining to our “Stay at Home” 

order.  During this pandemic, so many children have learned how to ride their two-wheeler bikes 

without training wheels.  I have two grandchildren that have accomplished this feat recently, one in 

North Carolina and the other in Nashville.  In both cases, their fathers were home and available to run 

down the street holding the seat just long enough for them to find their balance and then they were off.  

The church parking lot here is filled with parents and children riding bikes every day.  One memory for 

many young children of this pandemic will be that they learned to ride a bicycle by themselves for the 

first time.  Often, it’s dad who encourages them to take the risk.  There may be a skinned knee or two 

but eventually the child learns they can do it on their own.

In Minnesota, we used to tell stories of the Norwegians, Lena and Ole.  Lena was going away for the 

weekend with her girlfriends and would leave the baby home with Ole.  She said, “Now Ole, you be 

sure to take good care of the baby while I’m gone.  Diapers are on the shelf.”  Ole agreed and off Lena 

went.  On Sunday night she came home and the first thing she noticed was that the house smelled just 

terrible.  Lena quickly ran to the baby’s room and found the baby in the crib with a full diaper.  She said, 

“Ole you didn’t change the baby’s diaper all weekend?!”  Ole replied, “Yah, well I was going to change 

it but then I looked on the diaper box and it said, ‘Good to Forty Pounds.’”  That’s a dad of you!  

Last week we explored the second chapter of Romans in what Karl Barth called, “The Night.”  Our text 

today is the beginning of “The Day.”  Martin Luther called Romans the “purest gospel” and author Paul 

Achtemeier calls this text the “purest Romans.”1   This is a distillation of precisely what the author wants 

his readers to know.  “But now” marks the transition from “the night” to “the day.”  

In Romans, it’s argued that sin is its own punishment.  God withdraws and removes constraint.  When 

grace is resisted, all it does is remove from us the benevolent lordship of God and places us under the 

tyranical lordship of something that is completely unworthy of our submission to it.  Think here of the 

alcoholic, who thinks he is drinking the bottle until finally discovering that the bottle has been drinking 

him all along.  “We belong to the power (of which) we choose to obey,” says the scriptures.  God becomes 

permissive, withdrawing gracious power and allowing us a free hand to do whatever our desires incline 

1   Achtemeir, Paul, Romans (Atlanta: John Knox Press, Interpretation Series, 1985) p. 69
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us to do.  We become trapped in our own sin.  Sin is its own punishment and we are all guilty. We are all 

victims of sin and all perpetrators of sin.  But now the conversation shifts.  The old conversation — with 

its simplistic calculation of whether you obey the law or not, whether you keep the Ten Commandments 

or not, a calculation of rewards and punishments, whether you are better than the gentiles or not — has 

shifted because God has acted in Christ Jesus.  What’s at stake?  Only the future of humanity itself.  No 

matter how faithless humanity — God is faithful!

First of all, God has a surprising answer.  It’s not a theory or a formula or a statement.  God has broken 

the impasse through his son, presenting Jesus as a sacrifice of atonement once and for all.  All of humanity 

is in crisis but now there is a way out.  There is a righteousness that comes through faith.  The second 

surprise is that the crisis of humanity is not solved through our defeat or the defeat of our oppressors.  

Instead, Jesus defeated the weapons of the crisis itself, sin and death, and the evil one.  And finally, 

the third surprise is that this is for everyone who asks for it.  It is universally available.  Gone are the 

boundaries and distinctions between us and among us.  Now there is no Jew or Greek, no slave or free, 

no male or female.  All are one in Christ Jesus.  Amazing grace!  Earl Palmer entitled his commentary 

on Romans, “Salvation by Surprise.”  Let me illustrate this with a story that Snopes has said, though it 

may or may not be true, was at least confirmed to be set around the time of the Great Depression and 

it wasn’t refuted.  Still it well illustrates the point about justice and mercy. 

        

The story is about Fiorello LaGuardia, the mayor of New York City during the 1930’s.  He was a 

much-loved public official with a flare for the dramatic.  Though short in stature, he was the kind of 

person who just took all the air out of the room when he entered.  He loved to wear fresh flowers in his 

lapel and people referred to him as “the little flower”, which is the actual translation of his first name.  

Occasionally LaGuardia (for whom the airport in New York is named) would hop on a fire truck to ride 

with New York’s finest to some disaster, or take a field trips with orphans, or join the police on a raid.  

He was well known for reading the funny papers over the radio to New Yorkers during the dark days 

of the Great Depression.  

On one occasion, on a bitterly cold night in January 1935, LaGuardia showed up at night court in the 

poorest ward of the city.  After dismissing the judge for the evening, LaGuardia took over the bench 

himself.  Within a few minutes, a tattered old woman was brought before him, charged with stealing a 

loaf of bread. She told the mayor that her daughter’s husband had left, her daughter was sick, and her 

two grandchildren were starving.  The storeowner was also present in the courtroom and refused to drop 

the charges. “It’s a real bad neighborhood, your Honor,” he told the mayor.  “She’s got to be punished 

to teach other people around here a lesson.”  
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LaGuardia sighed.  He turned to the woman and said, “I’ve got to punish you.  The law makes no 

exceptions.  Ten dollars or ten days in jail.”  But even as he pronounced the sentence, the mayor was 

already reaching into his pocket.  He extracted a bill and tossed it into his famous hat, saying “Here is 

the $10 fine which I now remit; and furthermore I’m going to fine everyone in this courtroom 50 cents 

for living in a town where a person has to steal bread so that her grandchildren can eat.  Mr. Bailiff, 

collect the fines and give them to the defendant.”  The following day, New York City newspapers reported 

that $47.50 was turned over to a bewildered woman who had stolen a loaf of bread to feed her starving 

grandchildren.  Fifty cents of that amount was contributed by the grocery store owner himself, while 

some seventy petty criminals, people with traffic violations, and New York City policeman, each of whom 

had just paid fifty cents for the privilege of doing so, gave the mayor a standing ovation.  

The right response can redirect the entire conversation and get things back on track.  Paul is arguing in 

Romans that the judge has acted in Jesus Christ to rectify our situation.  Like LaGuardia, God has paid 

the fine and sends us on our way with new resources for the day.  God doesn’t just treat us as if we are 

something we are not.  That only leads to an imposter syndrome.  God has imparted himself to those 

who have faith.  Christ in you — the secret of Christian faith.

Unless we understand ourselves as sinners who, apart from God’s grace, are unable to cope with ourselves 

or our world, we condemn ourselves to go right on making the same mess of our lives and world as 

those who went before us.  Where is the crisis?  Is it in our institutions?  Is it systemic or is it personal?  

It’s both!  Apart from God’s intervention, we will keep making the same mistakes as before.  But now, 

there is a new beginning.  A different future is possible.  It begins by receiving the gift of God in Jesus 

Christ.  God’s grace is both a gift and an obligation.  God is transforming those who believe, and they are 

participating in transforming the world.  Faith calls us to “responsibility, not privilege, to a task rather 

than a status,” according to Paul Achtemeier.2       

Let me try to illustrate with our current crisis regarding racism.  Several weeks ago, a woman walking 

her dog in Central Park in New York City encountered a black man who was bird watching.  He asked 

that she put her dog on a leash as required by law indicated on the sign nearby.  Things escalated.  He 

turned on the video of his phone to capture the exchange.  Amy Cooper, a 40-year-old woman who lived 

on the Upper West Side became enraged and called the police to report that she was being threatened by 

a black man.  Christian Cooper, the black man (and no relation) was not threatening her — only asking 

her to obey the law.  It was an ugly portrayal of how privileged people sometimes react when they feel 

pushed or challenged.  And it led, in the words of the New York Times, to “anguished conversations about 

2   Ibid. 
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racism and hypocrisy in one of the nation’s most progressive cities.”  How ironic that they both share 

the same last name.

The Apostle Paul might say to us, “You have no excuse, whoever you are, when you judge others, for 

in passing judgement on another you condemn yourself, because you the judge are doing the very same 

things.”  Okay. Maybe not exactly the same things but I think you get the point.  Take the log out of your 

own eye before trying to help a brother or sister take the speck out of their eye.  We probably don’t have 

to scratch the surface very deeply to find that we have thought and even said things in private that we 

hope no one makes public.  Our worst moments thankfully are not being shared on the internet.  We 

know what we are capable of when it comes to “us or them.”  Backed up against the wall we know our 

inclination for self-preservation can hurt even those who are closest to us, much less someone we hope 

never to see again.  The problem is within us as well as outside of us.

A few weeks ago, during a Zoom staff meeting at the church, I asked Eva Farrar our African American 

office assistant to reflect on the racial tensions in the country and how her community is dealing with it.  

She said, “This is not a black/white issue as much as it is a good and evil issue.”  In other words, this is 

much more insidious problem than racism, though it includes racism.  This is a manifestation of a much 

larger crisis of humanity.  Paul might agree.  In these texts, this is not just an existential crisis.  What’s 

at stake is the future of humankind. We need a future that is different from the past, but we can’t bring 

it about ourselves.  We need a new kind of humanity.  How the problem is defined will determine the 

solutions being proposed.

There are those today who want to dismantle the police departments, because the problem is systemic 

racism, embedded within our institutions.  There are cries to defund the police and hire social workers 

instead.  The real problem is not within individuals but within empires, some claim.  The Golden Rule 

of faith has been supplanted with another golden rule:  “Those with the gold rule!”  They keep the rest 

of us subjugated.  The solution is to wrestle power from those who have it.  

Well, that’s rather convenient.  But isn’t it naïve to think we can do away with police and achieve utopia 

through self-regulation?   That way I’m not implicated or responsible for racism because the police are.  

Only the privileged and those in power are held accountable then.  Sin is institutionalized, corporate, 

systemic – not personal.  We can protest against institutional racism without having to address it in 

our own lives and homes.  Removing restraint will not lead to more virtuous behavior automatically.  

Remember for Paul, God’s judgment is removing restraint, and sin becomes its own punishment.     
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Paul would say sin is both, personal and corporate, individual and institutionalized.  We are both sin’s 

victims and its perpetrators.  Unless we understand ourselves as sinners who, apart from God’s grace 

are unable to cope with ourselves and our world, we condemn ourselves to go right on making the same 

mess of our lives and our world as our ancestors did.   

It is this fundamental understanding of the pervasive nature of the crisis of humanity that led the church 

to take positions like that expressed in the Confession of 1967.  (The General Assembly of the Presbyterian 

Church USA for this year began on Friday.) In 1967, the General Assembly voted by a super majority 

to include the Confession of 1967 into the Book of Confessions.  In one section, entitled “Reconciliation 

in Society”, it reads, 

In each time and place, there are particular problems and crises through which God calls the 
church to act.  The church, guided by the Spirit, humbled by its own complicity and instructed 
by all attainable knowledge, seeks to discern the will of God and learn how to obey in these 
concrete situations.  The following are particularly urgent at the present time. 

God has created the people of the earth to be one universal family.  In his reconciling love, 
he overcomes the barriers between brothers (and sisters) and breaks down every form of 
discrimination based on racial or ethnic difference, real or imagined.  The church is called 
to bring all men (people) to receive and uphold one another as persons in all relationships of 
life: in employment, housing, education, leisure, marriage, family, church, and the exercise 
of political rights.  Therefore, the church labors for the abolition of all racial discrimination 
and ministers to those injured by it.  Congregations, individuals, or groups of Christians who 
exclude, dominate, or patronize their fellowmen (brothers and sisters), however subtly, resist 
the Spirit of God and bring contempt on the faith which they profess.3      

    

“The righteousness of God has been disclosed, the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ 

for all who believe.  For there is no distinction since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 

they are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.”  This is help 

in the hour of need.  This is a solution that is equal to the crisis we are in.  This is reconciliation that 

leads to a completely different future.  The surprise of faith in Christ Jesus!  It changes the conversation 

entirely and restores order to a world gone astray.  Night gives way to the day.  “There is weeping in the 

night but joy comes in the morning.”  Thanks be to God.  Amen  

3  Book of Confessions, The Confession of 67 9.43-9.44 


