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We all have things in our past that we regret. I regret that I didn’t spend more time with my 
grandmother Roze, who emigrated from Croatia to northern Minnesota early in the 20th 
century. After my grandfather’s sudden death, she became a widow in her early 50’s. With no 
pension or means to earn a living, she came to live with our young family in Iowa. Eventually, 
Dad set her up in an apartment in town. Grandma was a lonely, sad, and morose person. She 
was in poor health, never learned English well, didn’t drive, and had only a few friends who 
were also from “the old country.” 

I loved Grandma Roze, but I dreaded visiting her because it was so depressing to be around her 
and I was a busy and self-absorbed teenager. She died when I was a young adult, and years 
later, I realized how much I had missed by not getting to know her better, to learn her 
language, to learn about her homeland. I could have learned from her how to crochet and knit, 
which she did beautifully. I could have hung around in her kitchen, learning the secrets of her 
old country recipes.  

I remember how guilty I felt and how sorry I was for her in those days. And I also remember 
how frequently I was unable or unwilling to put my own selfishness aside to make an old 
woman a little less lonely – and opaque to the enrichment she could have brought to my life.  

This brings me to the reassuring words of Paul that he spoke to his church in Rome. Reassuring, 
because on its face, it appears that Paul struggled with his own behavior: 

“I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.  
… I can will what is right, but I cannot do it.” 

New Testament scholars disagree (of course) about the meaning behind these words of Paul. Is 
he referring to his life under the Old Covenant, under the Mosaic law as the zealous and 
unforgiving Pharisee? Or is he speaking as a Christian believer who, despite his new life under 
the grace of God’s Spirit, still struggles with sin? That is a whole other sermon! 

In this homily, I assume that few people, Christian or not, can say honestly that they always do 
what they should do. And that it is not a struggle. 

So are we not validated in our struggles with sin to learn that the great apostle Paul struggled 
as well? Does not this universal experience provide us with the opportunity to share in the 
struggles of others, to find meaning in understanding the behavior of others, and to find a 
common basis for healing and forgiveness? 

I think it does. And we don’t need to look very far to see someone missing the mark including 
ourselves. So what are we to make of people we have admired, but about whom we learn later 
of their reprehensible behavior? A few examples: 

President Roosevelt, FDR, who led our country with strength and courage through World War II, 
had a love affair with his wife Eleanor’s secretary that ruined their marriage; Ellen Cooke, the 
treasurer of the Episcopal Church went to prison for embezzling $1.5 million from the church a 
few decades ago; Richard Wagner, the great German composer of opera, was virulently anti-
Semitic.  
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I could go on and on. So bad behavior emerges in the best of us. But what are we to do with 
this information? Are we to wipe these people from history out of our consciousness? Are their 
good works no longer valid because of their moral failure? 

Last week I read a powerful op-ed from the New York Times by a woman named Caroline 
Randall Williams who describes herself as “the color of rape.” She writes, “As far as family 
history has always told, and as modern DNA testing has allowed me to confirm, I am the 
descendant of black women who were domestic servants and white men who raped their 
help.” In justifying the toppling of romantic images of those that history has idealized, she 
speaks of the “difference between rewriting and reframing the past. … it is not a matter of 
‘airbrushing’ history, but of adding a new perspective.” 

And therein lies a partial answer to a way forward for healing our divisions: adding perspective 
– good and bad – so that we can evaluate our heroes in their totality.  

I think of our Bible. In the wisdom of those who compiled the canon of our Scriptures, we 
discover the bad right there with the good. The greatness of King David’s leadership in uniting 
the kingdom of Israel is there for all to see right along with his moral failings. We have four 
gospels that differ in important details and that portray the disciples and even Jesus 
occasionally in unfavorable terms. 

Paul is a complicated figure. He was the epitome of the faithful Jew. He followed the law to the 
letter. He persecuted mercilessly those who followed Jesus … until that fateful day when he 
met Christ on the road to Damascus. In a stunning reversal, he went on to become the most 
influential apostle to the nations. 

We judge too often and too critically what we see on the surface. It’s easy to do. We discount 
the life experiences, the prejudices and cultural differences that span across the generations 
and that root us in our beliefs and traditions.  

We struggle with sin just as Paul did: “Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this 
body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!”  

Paul is puzzled by his actions. But he understands that Jesus is his hope, and holds himself 
accountable to God through Christ. As should we.  

“The Lord is faithful in all his words * and merciful in all his deeds. 
The Lord upholds all those who fall; * he lifts up those who are bowed down.” 
 

Thanks be to God! 


