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Text: Romans 8:26-39  

26 Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray 
as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words. 27 And God, 
who searches the heart, knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit 
intercedes for the saints according to the will of God. 28 We know that all things work 
together for good for those who love God, who are called according to [God’s] purpose. 
29 For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his 
Son, in order that he might be the firstborn within a large family. 30 And those whom he 
predestined he also called; and those whom he called he also justified; and those whom 
he justified he also glorified. 31 What then are we to say about these things? If God is for 
us, who is against us? 32 He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of 
us, will he not with him also give us everything else? 33 Who will bring any charge 
against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. 34 Who is to condemn? It is Christ Jesus, who 
died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who indeed intercedes for us. 
35 Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, 
or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? 36 As it is written, “For your sake we are 
being killed all day long; we are accounted as sheep to be slaughtered.” 37 No, in all these 
things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38 For I am convinced that 
neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor 
powers, 39 nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate 
us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.  

1   

Today’s scripture comes along at a perfect time, to answer a burning question. You may 
have asked this question yourself, though usually it goes unstated. Certainly many persons who 
see no point in adding their voices to our prayers and hymns of praise are also asking this 
question. What in heaven’s name are we doing here? That’s the burning question. Or phrased a 
little differently: given the perilousness and awfulness of the world around us, what possible 
good can we accomplish by being church?  

Our whole purpose is to embody the realm of God, showing forth mercy and compassion 
and sharing our conviction that nothing is more real than God’s love and shalom. That’s our 
purpose. In case you were wondering. If you are here today for the coffee hour, that’s fine. Or if 
you are here for the music, also good. But the church’s purpose is to make real in our own small 
community the utterly wonderful reality of God’s realm, demonstrating mercy and compassion 
and sharing our belief that nothing is more real than God’s love and shalom. How on earth, in 
this particular moment on earth, is that possible?  

When our country has placed into positions of power politicians who puff themselves up 
by slandering and maligning others — how on earth are we to embody God’s realm of love?  
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When care for the health and well-being of citizens becomes discretionary and debatable, 
instead of a core commitment — how on earth are we to embody God’s realm of mercy?  

When black lives are still seen as dangerous and dispensable, three years after Michael 
Brown was slain in Ferguson, the same year in which 200 unarmed persons of color were killed 
by police1 — how on earth are we to embody God’s realm of justice?  

When one in four of our Massachusetts neighbors are living near or below the poverty 
line — how on earth are we to embody God’s vision of sufficiency for all? 

2    

There is ample cause, in the words of Paul Tillich, for “the anguish of the human heart 
which can no longer stand the power borne by the daemonic forces on earth.” 

Paul speaks of these forces. He knows them all: the horror of death and the 
anxiety of life; the irresistible strength of natural and historic powers; the ambiguity of 
the present and the inscrutable darkness of the future; the incalculable turns of fate from 
height to depth, and from depth to height; and the natural destruction of creature by 
creature. He knows them all as well as we do, who have, in our period, rediscovered 
them, after a short time in which Providence and reality seemed to be a matter of fact. 
But it never was, and never will be, a matter of fact. It is rather a matter of the most 
powerful, the most paradoxical, and the most venturing faith. Only as such has it meaning 
and truth.2 

This modern Paul captures the ancient Paul: it is faith that saves us, never facts.  

We had thought once, for a moment or two, that the moral arc of the universe was in fact 
bending toward justice, as Theodore Parker said in the 19th century, and Dr. King in the 20th. God 
knows the world was not set to rights, but we seemed to be waking up to the inherent worth and 
dignity of all persons, despite centuries of patriarchal abuse and white supremacy. But 
Providence, as Dr. Tillich wrote, “never was, and never will be, a matter of fact.”  

God’s realm of goodness is neither real news or fake news. Instead, it’s good news.  

You can’t say — there is God’s realm, right over there on Main Street; I’ll go visit. God’s 
realm doesn’t work that way: it exists when you believe. When you trust that God’s power of 
shalom makes all the ugly powers of the world just laughable, God’s realm comes into view. The 
realm of heaven is more than a place, more than a time: it is a relationship filled with God’s 
shalom: wholeness, harmony, justice, joy.  

If God is for us, who is against us? Quite a few are against us, actually, because God is 
the Great Disrupter of human pride and power and the prideful and powerful seek to retain their 
dread character.  

The wonderful storyteller priest, Tony DeMello, recounted how Buddha was once 
threatened with death by a bandit. 

"Then be good enough to fulfill my dying wish," said Buddha. "Cut off the 
branch of that tree." 

                                                 
1 Datum retrieved from https://mappingpoliceviolence.org, 27 Jul 2017. 
2 Paul Tillich, The Shaking of the Foundations, Chap. 12 (New York: C. Scribner's Sons, 1948). 
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One slash of the sword, and it was done! "What now?" asked the bandit. 
“Put it back again," said Buddha. 
The bandit laughed. "You must be crazy to think anyone can do that." 
"On the contrary, it is you who are crazy to think that you are mighty because 

you can wound and destroy. That is the task of children. The mighty know how to create 
and heal."3 

If God is for us, who is against us? All the bandits of the world. But what power is theirs? 
None but the power to hurt. We belong to God: the one who creates; the one by whom we have 
life and breath and love in this very moment, at 11:00AM on a beautiful Sunday morning in 
Lenox: and life simply could not be richer or finer.  

Who will bring any charge against God’s elect? asked St. Paul. Well, actually, quite a 
few will bring charges. Since being God’s elect inevitably leads to standing against the cruelty 
and injustice of the world, good Christians have occasionally earned themselves lengthy rap 
sheets. St. Paul would have understood that, being quite familiar with the inside of jail cells and 
the chafing of manacles.  

Look at the persons with disabilities who became heroes of our country in recent days: 

They traveled to Washington; 
They slept outside in wheelchairs; 
They were arrested; 
They never lost faith; 
They saved Medicaid.4 

3   

It can seem that they have won, the demonic forces that wreak such havoc on our public 
life and even threaten the life of humanity through their nuclear brinksmanship and cynical 
disregard for the catastrophic threats against our planet.  

It can seem as though rudeness and bitterness and greed have won — but they only win 
when they turn you and me rude and bitter and greedy. “… In all these things we are more than 
conquerors through [Christ] who loved us,” wrote St. Paul, meaning that it is always within our 
power to profoundly change the world by how we live and love in this moment.  

Please note: one of the disabled persons arrested for protesting in Washington wrote, “I 
must say the Capitol Police were amazing. They even thanked us and they said the supported our 
cause.” Right there: God’s realm revealed.  

4   

If you get to feeling overwhelmed by the loveless powers, get yourself out and find 
transgender neighbor, under fresh assault, and stand close by and learn their stories and give 
some of the love you learned from Jesus.  

                                                 
3 Anthony deMello, The Heart of the Enlightened.  
4 From a tweet by John Nichols (@nicholsuprising).  
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If you get to feeling desperate over those who play fast and loose with the truth, get 
yourself out and find a reporter who is working hard at her craft and learn her story and give 
some of the love you learned from Jesus.  

If you get to feeling furious over the scapegoating of immigrants and refugees, get 
yourself out and find a neighbor who came here to escape hardship and find a better life, and 
learn his story, and give some of the love you learned from Jesus.  

Because “if you are not getting hit by the stones thrown at them, you are not standing 
close enough.”  

St. Paul was convinced,  

that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, 
nor powers, 39 nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to 
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.  

… and you may be equally convinced. But not everyone knows it yet. And now is the 
perfect time — “now” will always be the perfect time — to go and give away God’s life-giving 
love.  

5   

And in case this is the first sermon you have ever heard, and in case it is that last that you 
hear — remember that God’s realm of shalom is coming alive for you now, in this perfect time, 
when you become God’s partner by giving away holy love as though the supply is endless. 
Which, praise be to God, it is.  


