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            Arguments about religion are virtually unequaled in bad temperament and dirty tactics with the possible exceptions of arguments about money or politics!  The biblical text for today provides us with an exceptional insight into the exaggerated hyperbole of one such argument that was raging in the early Christian community.
            Two primary, but very different, views of religion can be found in the Bible.  Please understand that my reference is not to Judaism vis a vis Christianity, but to competing understandings of religion that were (and are) present in both Judaism and Christianity.  I dare say that most of us in this room have had some personal contact with each of these views of religion at some point or another in our lives.  Personally, at different times in my life, I have been a resident in each camp. I know both understandings of religion well as do many of you and as did the apostle Paul.
            A pointed eruption of the fever-pitched histrionics that so often characterize religious debates flashes like a thousand brilliant blinking lights in the opening lines of the scripture passage before us this morning.  A critic is chiding the apostle Paul with biting satirical language meant to make the tent-maker from Tarsus look like an uninformed, irrational, somewhat wacky man who should have stuck only to tent-making and stayed out of theology.
            “So, Paul, if grace is so great (grace meaning God’s initiative of redemption for the undeserving), if grace so much a part of the gospel, so important in people’s lives, as you say, would we not do God a great favor by committing more serious sins?  I am sure you would approve of that.  The more we sin, the more grace can be abound.  So, let’s all sin—bravely and joyfully—seeing sinning as our religious duty!”  Listen carefully and you can almost hear the mocking laughter cloaking every word in this outrageous rant on the part of one poking fun at Paul’s view of religion.  Of course, the critic was not serious; he was outrageous—outrageous on purpose.  This person-on-attack held a view of religion so different from the view of religion, the substance of the gospel, espoused by Paul that criticism voiced in the language of irrational outrage seemed entirely appropriate.
As the primary interpreter of the life, ministry, and message of Jesus, the apostle Paul centered the life of the spirit on the faith that comes by grace, faith that is a result of God’s gift, faith that generates generosity in forgiveness, charity, and love.  For Paul, mercy was the substance of the heart of revealed religion.
            But some people found such a positive description of religion offensive, a stark scandalous misinterpretation of religion, a diversion from salvation rather than a way to salvation.  “Well, Paul, if God is big on grace, mercy, and forgiveness, for God’s sake, let’s give God plenty of sin with which to work.  The more we sin, the more grace abounds and the more grace abounds, the happier we make God!”
            “NO!” Paul responded—the word sounding like a booming clap of thunder even when read in silence.  “By no means!” Paul declared—his comment reverberating in people’s ears and in his soul like a loud shout repetitively bouncing off the walls in a long, deep cave.  Things had gone too far.  It was time—no, it was far past time—for clarification.  Paul would not tolerate a broadside of such dripping satire leveled at a truth so fundamental to the Christian gospel that to take away that truth would be to destroy the gospel.
            Debates about the true nature of religion are as old as religion.  Judaism had been racked by schism between adherents singularly committed to law, ritual and tradition and devotees primarily concerned about worship, justice, and mercy.  Now, in Paul’s time, the old argument was emerging with fury in the new movement of faith known as Christianity.  Would anyone here dare to suggest that the ancient debate has been settled in our time?  Or, would we more likely suggest that, in our time, the argument has grown louder and uglier?
            The implication of the cynical, satirical attack of Paul’s critics was most telling.  “Should we continue in sin in order that grace may abound?” they asked wearing a sinister smile.  Look at what is being suggested by means of their satire.  If religion is not about law, punishment, restrictions, regulations, and duty, why would everyone not just go wild and sin at will?  That is the point of their argument and what a complete lack of confidence in the power of love, the transformational nature of grace, and the moral strength of joy exists in this argument!  What kind of goodness is it that develops only to avoid punishment; is that goodness at all?  What kind of person keeps every letter of the law only out of a sense of duty?  What kind of spirituality is focused only on doing just enough of anything to be considered right?  If it takes a fear of hell to make a person desire a relationship with God and long for an experience called heaven, that is no compliment to God and it is a very poor motivation for loving devotion.
            Critics of Paul have once again thrown on the table the ancient question raised by Job:  Will a person serve God for nothing, for the sheer pleasure of loving God, or must there be rewards and punishments to assure that people serve God?  Do faith and goodness thrive only in the presence of people’s fear of recriminations should faith and goodness be absent from their lives?  If the security of a person’s relationship to God depends on literalism in reading the scriptures, fundamentalism in stating beliefs, legalism in definitions of morality, and a system of rewards and punishments as the result of important choices, that person is likely to know far more about anxiety than about peace, to preserve traditions of law rather than to empower new initiatives of grace, and to make a home in the past with fear rather than to come home to the present in faith.
            Informed and inspired by the ministry of Jesus, Paul wanted people to know a better way, to hold a different view of faith, and to experience a joy that would not be found in a religion so totally dependent on what people can do rather than on what God has done and is doing.  In the face of biting satire and gnawing cynicism related to religion, Paul wrote of freedom—not freedom from religion, but freedom for religion; not freedom to retreat from responsibility, but freedom to engage every opportunity as a follower of Christ; not freedom to sin, but freedom to choose grace over sin.  In the spirit of Christ, Paul commended a faith that would not fold in the absence of all going well.  The apostle from Tarsus wanted nothing to do with a religion in which the removal of threats of damnation or promises of celebration would result in people shutting the doors of churches and leaving social service agencies to go begging.
            Yes, there is a better way.  Honestly, I sometimes shudder when I hear and see what often passes as the gospel.  No wonder many people—especially young people—sprint to get away from religion once they have a choice about how they practice religion or if they will be involved in religious practices at all.  So often the nature of Christianity has been associated only with an embrace of prohibitions, a denial of rights, and a revocation of choices that must find expression only in compliance rather than creativity, a defense of doctrine rather than an advance of compassion, and worrying about eternity rather than enjoying the eternal in our midst.
            We must do better.  Entrusted to us is the gospel—the religion about which the apostle Paul wrote, the faith that sees creation as good because God said it was good, the faith that encourages us not to despair of the physical but to bring the physical and the spiritual together, the faith that prizes freedom—freedom to think, to feel, to explore truth, to engage in ministry, to express love generously—in other words, freedom as an opportunity to make choices that, with God’s help, lead us toward maturity.  Let us embrace the faith that has no quarrel with law, only with its tyranny, that appreciates the “no” in commandments that point us to a higher “yes” related to the fullness of life, the faith that so transforms our conscience and will that we do out of love and desire that which others see as obligation and duty.
            Honestly, I do not understand people’s preference for a religion that is more negative than positive.  Why would anyone prefer condemnation to encouragement, putting another person down rather than trying to lift that person up?  Why do we suspicion the positive and think the negative has about it more the ring of true religion?  Why are we so leery of forgiveness; are we afraid that someone is going to get away with something that we wish we could get away with?  Why do we find freedom so intimidating and bondage so comforting when it comes to faith?  Why do we not see that love’s power to transform life is so much greater than any change that can be effected by law?
            I repeat we have to do better.  We need to show some evidence of personal familiarity with the radicality of the gospel.  We have tried the religion of law, harangue, and obligation; it has made us jealous, competitive, preoccupied with punishment, resistant to change, closed to new ideas, reticent to help the people most in need, and more closed-minded than open.  Why continue down that path?  
If we cannot see the better way, let us at least try to dream it.  What would a world or a community look like where grace prevailed, where people did not allow each other’s lives to be defined and ruined by one bad act, where individuals were more eager to make peace than start a fight, where reconciliation seemed more attractive than alienation?  What would happen to interpersonal relationships and to social institutions if we respected the image of God in every person and a community blessed by a commitment to justice and mercy?
            Oh, I know conventional wisdom’s judgment on this sermon—you have gone off the deep end, this is way too positive to be possible.  A devotion to grace makes us vulnerable to people who will take advantage of grace.  Not every one plays fair.  Freedom is a noble ideal, but to strengthen freedom is to weaken security and to lay ourselves open for abuse.  
            Why must we work at building a world oriented to the lowest common denominator?  What about the abundant life that Jesus commended to us and promised to help us experience?  Christianity is not about seeking accommodation in a world filled with evil but engaging the world in a revolution with a commitment to the good shared with all people.  Why, with God’s promise of assistance, would we not want to do the best that is possible?  Why can we not see that the attraction of the best is always more powerful than a fear of the worst?
            The Bible introduces us to two primary views of religion that are not of equal worth.  One turns religion into a duty; the other allows religion to point us toward opportunity.  One is preoccupied with law; the other appreciates law but will not rest until there is a sell-out of life to grace.  One prefers the metaphor of slavery; the other exalts the promise of liberty.  One often makes people sick; the other nurtures people toward wholeness and health.
            Personally, I prefer a pilgrimage of faith in which prayer is not an imposed obligation but a welcomed conversation with the God whom I love.  I choose a religious pilgrimage in which worship is not a duty but an opportunity for personal experiences of praise, new insight, healing, and growth.  I want a spiritual journey in which helping a person in need is not considered a problem to be solved but understood as a potential for engaging God to be seized.  I am committed to a life of faith in which dreams are not derided as delusions but cherished as a medium of vision through which God calls us to a new creation.
            Paul did not continue an argument that could have gone on interminably.  Rather he rested his case citing the desire of God and the hope of Jesus—that we walk in a new kind of life.  Each of us will choose where, on which kind of religion, we rest our case and with what kind of faith we seek the nurture of our lives.
            Now, with one last word, I am finished.  Likely, some people will say that this sermon is an exercise in wishful thinking.  I would take such a comment as a tremendous compliment.  Let me tell you honestly, wishful thinking may take us closer to the reality of the meaning of the gospel than previously we ever have been before.  It is precisely when the gospel sounds too good to be true that we finally are beginning to encounter the gospel for the first time.  Amen.  
PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, being honest with you and with ourselves, to say nothing of being honest with other people, is not always easy.  But we know that our prayer must be honest if it is to be prayer. 
God, paying attention to special days on the calendar can be as hurtful as helpful for many people.  Days like Fathers Day and Mothers Day, are particularly problematic.  The commercial poetry and corporate promotions that now define these days project idyllic images of parents that leave some of us hurting, others of us guilty, and still others of us confused as well as buoying the spirits, enhancing the joy, and deepening the gratitude of a host of the rest of us.
As some of us think of our fathers with lofting praise and boundless joy, others of us think of our fathers in different ways—with sadness for the loss of fathers way too early in our lives, with our hard-to-admit questions related to fathers who have profoundly disappointed us, with guilt among those of us who blame ourselves for a less than happy relationship with our fathers.  While some of us give thanks for times together with our fathers, others of us are haunted by memories of never having had enough time together with our fathers or, still worse, of memories of abuse or unrelenting criticism or stifling expectations from our fathers.
O God, remind all of us that the role of fatherhood carries with it no guarantee of perfection.  Since all of us have fathers, perhaps we should confess as well that as children we are no more perfect than our parents.
With open eyes and honest emotions, we celebrate Fathers Day, God.  We are grateful beyond measure for those who gave us life.  On this cultural day, teach us the spiritual truth that it is alright, indeed important, for us to be realistic about the people with whom we share life at the closest levels.  O God, you understand the disappointments, grief, and anger with which some of us think of our fathers even as you affirm the gratitude, admiration, and joy with which others of us think of our fathers.
But, God, nothing that we feel or confess realistically prohibits us from giving thanks for the vistas into love—no matter how clouded, how imperfect, how infrequent, or how wonderful—that our fathers have given to us.  And we offer that thanks to you, to whom we speak comfortably as Father or Mother, O Holy One.  Amen.
