Reformation Sunday
October 26, 2008
Text:  Romans 3:19-28
Sanctify us in your Truth, O Lord; your Word is truth. 

It’s Reformation Sunday.  It is also the weekend when 17 of our young people will be affirming their baptismal vows in the Rite of Confirmation.  And we’re also in the midst of baseball’s World Series.  Now you may think that that third item doesn’t have anything to do with the first two, but I hope to prove you wrong today!
Since it is Reformation Sunday, let’s begin with the basics of the Christian faith.  And the Apostle Paul is the guy who lays out the basics in his Letter to the Romans.  It’s the last letter that Paul ever wrote…and yet it appears in every New Testament Bible as the very first of his letters…..because it is his greatest letter, the letter in which he lays out the basics.
And the basics are – listen up, you young folks who are about to affirm your faith – the basics are:  sin, grace, and faith.  We’ll begin with sin because that’s where Paul begins:  There is no distinction, Paul proclaims, all have sinned, all have fallen short of the glory of God.
That means we’re all in the same boat:  we are all sinners.  Elsewhere in one of his letters, Paul calls himself “the chief of sinners.”  Father Richard John Neuhaus likes to comment, “About chief of sinners I don’t know, but what I know about sinners, I know chiefly about me.”

There is not one person in this worship room today – not one person in the entire world – who has been able to overcome the power of sin in his or her life.  None of us are perfect.

And wouldn’t you know it:  that’s what baseball teaches us, too!  Nobody is perfect in baseball either.  That’s what we learn from the baseball statistics.  And there are tons of statistics in baseball:  RBI’s, ERA’s, fielding percentages.  And all the statistics are printed in the paper…all carried out to three decimal points.  Nobody says, “He’s hitting pretty well.”  No, they say, “He’s hitting .285”  

That’s point 285.  That’s good, but it also means that he only gets about three hits in every ten tries.  If you failed seven out of ten times in your job, how long do you think you’d be around?

Nobody is very good when measured against that absolute batting standard of 1.000.  And every baseball player falls short of it.  No one has even come halfway to perfection over the course of a season.  All have fallen short.  And that’s what St. Paul tells us, too:  all have fallen short; we are all sinners.

And that brings me to my second topic:  grace.  But, you know what?  There is no grace in baseball!  Three strikes and you’re out!  At that point you cannot beg the umpire for “please, just one more chance, sir!”  You’ve had your three chances, and that’s it.  You go sit on the bench.
But our relationship to God is simply bursting at the seams with grace.  It is a cup running over with grace.  Now, all our confirmands this morning could tell you what grace is.  It is not the beauty and poise with which a ballerina does a pirouette.  It is not the brief little prayer you pray before eating.  At least not primarily.  

Grace is God’s undeserved love.  It is the love with which God loves us first.  The love we don’t earn, the love we don’t deserve, but instead comes flowing into our life as a gift.  Grace is God’s baptismal love.

Do you remember how Paul said that to the people in Rome and to us here this morning in Colorado?  You are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus!
Grace is the father sitting expectantly on the front porch, his eyes looking off down the road in the direction his son had gone a month earlier, heading off to the far country to find his fortune.  When that same father sees his son coming back home, he doesn’t hesitate a second.  He hikes up his robes, races down the dusty road, and embraces his son.  Later he will roast the fatted calf and throw a party, to welcome his son back home, not even asking where he’s been.  That’s grace!

Grace is Abraham Lincoln in his Second Inaugural Address, those very brief words spoken as the Civil War was coming to a close:  with malice toward none, with charity for all.  Elsewhere Lincoln had been asked, “How will you treat the South after the War?”  “I will treat them as if they had never been away.”  That’s grace!
And these 17 young people this morning will soon be making their public response to that baptismal grace.  And they – along with all of us – will be spending the rest of our lives responding to that grace which comes flooding into our lives.
And just exactly what is their response to God’s grace?  Or for that matter, what is our response to God’s grace?  It is faith!
That’s what Paul is telling the Romans….and us Coloradans, too!  Listen to the many different ways Paul says it:

· They are now justified by his grace as a gift…effective through faith.
· God justifies the one who has faith in Jesus.
· We hold that a person is justified by faith apart from works prescribed by the law.
And just what exactly is faith?  Charles Spurgeon was an evangelical pastor in England back in the 19th century.  Here’s a story he liked to tell to describe faith. 
There was a captain of a big sailing ship whose son – a young boy – was very fond of running up the rigging of his ship.  But one time, while he was running after a monkey, he ran up the mast, until he found himself on the maintruck.  The maintruck is that large round table encircling the mast.

Now, how he got up there, no one knows.  But once he’s there, he’s just way too small, too short, to reach down and grab the mast below the maintruck, and get himself down.  He’s stuck!  He can’t jump down; he’s break every bone in his body.

His father calls up to him:  “Boy, the next time the ship lurches, throw yourself into the sea.”  It was his only possibility of being saved:  if he jumped onto the deck, it would be certain death.  But if he jumped into the ocean, he could be picked up.
The poor boy looked down at the sea.  It was a long way down.  The sea looked angry and dangerous.  The ship lurched to one side, and off jumped the boy – splash! – into the sea.  Sailors dived into the water and brought the boy back to the ship.  Faith is trusting that your life is in good hands.
Faith is trusting that God is good.  Trusting that God is for me.  Faith is trust, deep trust.  Trust is Peter – kind of like the little boy in Spurgeon’s story – Trust is Peter going over the side of a boat, in the midst of a terrible storm on the Sea of Galilee, Peter walking on the stormy waves because Jesus had told him to come.

Sin…..grace…..faith….the basics: 

· Sin:  because of my sin, I am not able to bring myself to God.

· Grace:  therefore God comes to me, comes to my aid, and saves me.

· Faith:  my simple trust in God’s gracious love for me….my open, outstretched hands, ready to receive all the good that God has for me.
Now, here at the end, I have a confession to make.  I am really not much of a baseball fan.  I could probably count on both hands the number of times I’ve been to a baseball game, although I did go to one Rockies game this past summer.  

But I am what you might call a “fair-weather fan.”  Oh, I got real excited and watched and listened to a lot of Rockies ball games a year ago in September as they chugged their way through that amazing number of wins, winning 14 of their last 15 games.  But this year, to be honest, it just didn’t excite me much….so I didn’t go, I didn’t listen on the radio.
Now….my relationship to the Colorado Rockies is not one that I want these 17 young confirmands to imitate in their relationship to Lord of the Hills Church.  I hope and pray that your faithful commitment to Jesus Christ and to his Church will be something much more than my lackadaisical commitment to the Colorado Rockies.
One last metaphor from baseball.  Baseball is all about coming home.  The whole point of the game is to finish where you begin – home plate – and once you are home you are finally safe.

I don’t know what is ahead of each of you young people – none of us do.  Please, listen to me now…and if there’s nothing else you remember from what I say today, please remember this:  no matter what happens to you in life…..no matter how long it might have been since you came through the door of this church…..no matter what you might have done…..no matter what “far country” you might have wandered off to…..no matter how heavy your load……you are always welcome back here!
Did you hear that?  You are always welcome here!  That’s because our God really is that Father sitting on the front porch, always ready to welcome home the wandering son or daughter, always ready to prepare a meal of bread and wine – the banquet of welcome and forgiveness.  This is your home, and you are always welcome here.
