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Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.

Do you remember that old, ongoing debate about nature versus nurture?  The main question in that discussion is:  what determines who we will be?  Our nature?  That is, our heredity, our genes, our physical make-up?  Or is it nurture?  That is, is it our environment, our experiences, how we are raised?  
Now what both of those views have in common is their obsession with the past.  They both look at life as the gradual unfolding of a pattern – whether that pattern is determined by our heredity or genes….or whether that pattern is determined by how we were raised.  It’s the whole notion of fate or destiny…..if you were an Indian Hindu, you might call it karma.

Today, in our Second Reading – the Letter to the Galatians – the apostle Paul blows to smithereens both nature and nurture as determiners of our destiny.  Paul says:  it’s not our heredity…it’s not our environment….

it’s not even, if you want to speak in theological terms, it’s not even our sin, nor is it even our good works that determine our destiny – but only the grace of God!

Justification by grace through faith….that’s the great good news which Paul is proclaiming here.  It is the revolutionary good news that God loves all people because He is good, not because we are.
Here’s what was going on in that Galatian congregation.  After Paul had established a Christian congregation in Galatia, some false teachers had come in.  They were probably Jewish Christians who believed that Christians had to follow the Jewish Old Testament laws about circumcision, about clean and unclean foods.  Paul had told the Galatians that they didn’t need to worry about that, that they didn’t need to become Jews first before they could become Christians.
Now realize here, Paul is not doing away with the whole law.  Paul is not saying we no longer have to obey the Ten Commandments, that it makes no difference how we live.  Paul is simply saying that the Law does not save us…..God’s grace, His undeserving love for us…that’s what saves us.  
We are justified, Paul says – that is, we are made right with God – not on the basis of who we are or what we do but rather on the basis of what God has done for us in Jesus Christ.  Our relationship with God is dependent upon God’s actions, not our actions.  In other words, we are saved by the grace of God.

That is why – I’ve said it over and over again – Christianity is not a religion.  Religion is the human attempt to find God; but Christianity is all about God’s plan to find us…..which is why Christianity is not a religion.

Perhaps a picture in our mind’s eye will help.  And this picture will help us to see that the Law is not done away with…it is still there to guide our lives.  Picture in your minds a railroad track.  God gave the law originally as a railroad track to guide Israel’s obedience.  Now, the engine that was supposed to pull a person along the track was God’s grace.  And the coupling between our car and the engine was faith.  So, to repeat the picture, our salvation was by grace (the engine) through faith (the coupling), along the track of obedience.
But what those false teachers in Galatia did was to take that railroad track – the rails and the ties – and lift it up on end, lean it against the door of heaven, and turned it into a ladder to climb.  They made the law into a long list of steps which we must climb, we must follow, in order to show our moral fitness to get into heaven.  What Paul does in his letter to the Galatians is to bring that ladder back down into the railroad track it was intended to be.  

Or here’s another way to explain it:  much of Paul’s talk about justification is mostly courtroom language.  Jesus the Judge gets up from behind his bench, from the seat of judgment, and he walks over to the dock – the dock, that’s the place where you and I, the defendants, sit – the place where we have already been pronounced guilty and sentenced to death and separation from God.  Jesus the Judge walks from his bench over to the dock – and He takes our place!  Jesus is the Judge judged in our place!  And you and I are set free.

And here is the radical results of that justification.  There is not one human being for whose sin and death Jesus did not die.  There is not one human being whose sin is not forgiven in Jesus.  There is not one human being who has to win and appropriate this right for himself.  Not one.  That is what faith believes.  And in believing that, it is justifying faith.

Now, there’s a danger here, when we start talking about our faith….a danger in thinking that it is our faith which then becomes the work we must do in order to earn our salvation.  People who do not believe they have a claim on God because of their good works often think they have a claim on him because of their good faith.  They think that faith is some contest where they receive an award for holding things to be true which they really consider highly improbable or unlikely.
Do you all know that famous line from Alice in Wonderland?  Alice tells the Queen, “One can’t believe impossible things.”  “I daresay you haven’t had much practice,” said the Queen.  “When I was younger, I always did it for half an hour a day.  Why, sometimes I’ve believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast.”

Faith is not believing “six impossible things before breakfast.”  Faith is one thing only:  trusting completely in Jesus Christ.

Karl Barth, the Swiss theologian, called faith “wholly and utterly humility.”  The woman who believes knows that she has not come to God, but God has come to her…..that she has done nothing for God, but God has done for her not only that which is necessary but much, much more.
Others, including Karl Barth, have called faith nothing other than an empty, outstretched hand.  The hand is empty:  we bring nothing.  It is outstretched:  ready only to receive.

But I think I like Martin Luther’s definition of faith best of all.  Luther called it “comforted despair.”  Of course, the negative side of that definition is despair.  What exactly is it that our faith despairs of?  My faith despairs because there is nothing that I can do to make myself acceptable to God.  There is nothing that I can do to move myself toward God.  My faith despairs because there is no good that I can do that will be good enough for God.
Because of faith’s despair, because I cannot come to God myself, all I can do is to stretch out my empty hand.  Then, even though I cannot come to God, my despair is comforted because God in his graciousness has come to me!

A few of you are old enough like me to remember that news story from the mid-1970’s.  There had been a Japanese soldier who had lived in hiding for 29 years in the Philippines because he didn’t believe the Second World War was over.  He didn’t believe that conditions in the world had changed – although they had – and he remained in the jungle, isolated and afraid.  

Only after his commanding officer – after 29 years! – came to him and reassured him that the war was really over, did the soldier finally leave the jungle.  He had to believe the good news before it could change his life.

Do you see?  As long as we refuse to believe that our condition with God has changed, we will remain in the jungle trying to justify ourselves.  But our commanding officer has come to us, in the person of Jesus Christ, and he tells us the good news.  We merely stretch out our empty hands and receive it in faith.

Justification by grace through faith:  oftentimes that is seen as merely a Protestant principle.  And it is true:  it was the principle which, 500 years ago in the Reformation, divided the church.  Here’s this beautiful quote by Martin Luther:
All we aim for is that the glory of God be preserved and that the righteousness of faith remain pure and sound.  Once this has been established, namely that God alone justifies us solely by His grace through Christ, we are willing not only to bear the pope aloft on our hands but also kiss his feet.
Well, over the last forty years, Lutheran and Roman Catholic theologians – including one of my own seminary professors, George Lindbeck – have been meeting in dialog.  In the 1980’s, when James Crumley was Presiding Bishop of the Lutheran Church in America, he met with Pope John Paul II four times in a five-year period.  

And they exchanged letters, speaking about their hopes of healing the breach between Lutherans and Catholics.  In one of those letters, John Paul II looks ahead to the year 2000:  Can we not aim therefore at making the dawn of the third millennium the beginning of a special time for seeking full unity in Christ?  It is my prayer that this will be so.

And then in Augsburg, Germany, in 1999 – exactly one year before the third millennium – the Joint Declaration on Justification was signed by Lutherans and Catholics!  Not necessarily, they said that we completely and totally agree on this doctrine of justification by grace through faith…..but we no longer see our differences as church-dividing!  
And, now that John Paul II is now in heaven along with the sainted Dr. Martin Luther, can’t you almost see Luther bearing the pope aloft on his hands and kissing his feet?!?
On the cross, when Jesus was close to death, do you remember his last words according to the Gospel of John?  It is finished.  
I think those last words of Jesus have a double meaning.  Not just in the sense that his life was finished, that he was dying.  But also in the sense that all of our earnest, feverish efforts to get right with God, all of our religion in the sense of us trying to find God, was finished.  Over.  Complete.  Done with.  

Because Jesus had done it all himself….and He offers it to us now as a gift, a gift of grace…..and you and I simply stretch out our empty hands of faith to receive it.
