How Does This Stuff Connect to My Life?  The Letter of Saint Paul to the Modern World.


The Letter of Saint Paul to the Romans (@55-58 CE)
So why read Romans?

· Saint Paul’s letters are some of the oldest Christian documents we have, some written within 25 years of Jesus’ death, and this is also an opportunity to explain some of the history of the early Church.  Specifically, though, I conjecture that if Saint Paul were alive today, he would write a similar letter to us, the Christian community in the US.

· Romans is one of the most theologically developed of Paul's letters, and although it was likely a treatise that he sent to many locations, lets imagine a Christian community in Rome. 
· A community struggling with Faith in the center of Roman society, a strong cultural center pushing many non-Christian ideals, just like our society today.
· “Hey, have you seen the latest toga fashion?  Lets spend the day shopping in the forum, so we look the best at our first day of private school tomorrow.”
· “Did you see Gigantor at the Coliseum last night?  That was awesome!  Especially when the Emperor gave him the thumbs down.  Gruesome!”
· “Are you going to the party tonight?  Last time I ate and drank a whole ten courses worth of food and wine, and I only had to go to the vomitorium once.  It rocked!”
· “I was hangin’ with my friends at the bath house, and they keep insisting I come with them to the Temple of Jupiter.”

· Certainly it was tough to be a Christian in Rome (actually persecuted until 313), as it is tough to be a Christian today.  In Romans, Saint Paul is not mincing words; he tells it like it is.  Sometimes we need to hear things the way they really are and, in spite of society’s pressures, focus on the important stuff.
Background as Needed / Appropriate:

Background on Saint Paul if needed, who is this guy?

Why do I care about this old stuff…how does this affect me today?

· If you don’t understand or appreciate what happened after Jesus’ death, how the Church grew, you are missing out on a huge aspect of your Faith.
· “Christ laid the foundations for the Church, it was the Spirit who continues to animate the Church, guiding it along its pilgrim journey” (Gaillardetz 107).
· God=3in1, Blessed Trinity, many missing out.
· Holy Spirit was/is Essential.  Q: Most important event in Church since death & resurrection of Jesus? (Pentecost)
· 12 scared apostles, “Rush of violent wind, filled house, tongues of fire,” to now a Church that spans the Globe…That is Power.  This is not an old fable or myth; the Holy Spirit is real, right here, right now…
· Important note on inspired scripture:
· First Christians didn’t run to the book store to get the “new” Bible after Jesus died

· Bible as we know it, only acquired authority we acknowledge today @1500s
· There was no fixed Jewish Canon in the time of Jesus either…not until @70CE
· Christianity did not focus on a Canon for almost 150 years 
· Gospels emerged out of multi-stage process starting with oral materials and written about 50-110CE…goal was=salvation, not historical, scientific accuracy (Gaillardetz 30-3)
Lesson on Romans (Highlights):
1. Saint Paul wants to make a few things clear up front.  The world is a broken world from all of our sins.  He essentially says a world without Christ, a world under the control of sin, is fouled up.  His next point is that we are all responsible!  “We are all sinners and the royal mess we call ‘today’s society’ has our own personal autograph on it too” (Auer 34).
a. Romans 1.28-32   …some examples…
b. Reaction?  Not me, I’m not that bad. / What about … that $5 you “borrowed,” that vicious comment you made to someone in school or a family member, that nasty rumor you helped spread, that handicapped or elderly person, who was obviously having difficultly, and you didn’t offer to help, that person who dropped something and you walked on by, that time you ignored someone because you didn’t think they were good enough to talk to… (Auer 34). 
c. The Point?  Not to beat ourselves up.  This is not the bottom-line.  However, it is important to realize, we are all sinners and have played a part in messing up this world.  Otherwise, we start think we don’t need God.  If you start thinking this, you are really hurting yourself…  (Notes for discussion: We want/need strong relationship with God, “if you were left completely on your own…”) (Auer 34).

2. Saint Paul then goes on to explain that we should all feel as if we are in immediate fatal danger because of our sins (Imagine you are hanging off a cliff, grasping onto a small branch that is about to break).  Jesus did save us from a similar situation (sin).  All people were doomed until Jesus.  Following God’s will, after being saved like that, is the least we could do.  Paul writes to us not to be hypocrites, as we’re all sinners, and proclaims God’s righteous judgment and promise of salvation (Auer 35-6).  
a. Romans: 2.1, 2.6-8
b. Reaction?  
i. Jesus saved us from our sins; I don’t need to worry about sin anymore. / Jesus did guarantee our inheritance to eternal life with God in heaven, and the Holy Spirit continues to bind us to God today.  The question remains, how will you live out this relationship with God?  If you really believe Jesus died for us…then the cross is the greatest sign of God’s love for us.  God didn’t hold anything back for us, for our salvation.  If you really believe this, how can your life not be transformed?  Remember, an inheritance can be lost or squandered away.
ii. I thought God was crazy in love with us because we are so wonderful in his sight? / He is crazy in love with us.  Think about it…”He didn’t just make us, didn’t just give us stuff, didn’t just smile at us from ‘way up there’…he became one of us!”…and died for us (Auer 20).  Also, think about yourself, have you ever been angry with anyone you also loved?  It is hard for us to hold both emotions at the same time, but God does not have that limitation.  So, are we wonderful, spectacular, amazing and lovable?—Yes.  Are we also dirty rotten scoundrels?—Yes.  Jesus came because both are true and to save us from the mess we had created (Auer 36).
c. The Point?  We are all sinners, Jesus brings salvation, and we all need it really badly.  Ultimately, Gods only asks a very simple thing from us: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind…You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Mt 22.34-40) (Auer 35).

3. The big message Saint Paul addresses in Romans is how we all receive God’s salvation.  We do not receive salvation by simply keeping the Law of God (He is specifically referencing mostly Jewish Christians who believed God’s Law as revealed to the Israelites was their ticket to salvation).  To paraphrase, Paul’s point is that salvation “…is incredibly big stuff.  No puny human being can actually earn it, not even by keeping rules.  And incidentally, which of you has actually kept all the rules?  Uh-huh, that’s what I thought.”  Salvation comes to us in one way, Faith in Jesus (Auer 36-7).
a. Romans: 3.21-26, 5.1-2; Ref. reaction below: 6.1-5, 6.13
b. Reaction?  Sounds simple eh? / Goes back to what we said earlier.  If you truly have Faith, you can’t just say, “Yeah, I believe in Jesus,” and then go back to your shopping or video games.  “The Faith that brings salvation is a faith that admits we’ve screwed up and can’t make it on our own, but we believe that out of pure love Jesus bridged the huge distance our sins put between us and God.  We’re children of God again…we will act like it! …It’s not a cheap, empty Faith that says, ‘I believe, man…now pass the bottle and let’s raise some hell.’” (Auer 37).
c. The Point?  Our society is definitely pulling at us to follow a path away from God.  This is not really new; it has been this way for a long time.  Paul was writing to the Romans, who were having the same difficulties, so his message is still very pertinent in our lives.  It is hard to turn away from society’s pressures, i.e. “everybody does it, so it’s OK” or “anything is OK as long as you don’t get caught” or “do it and ask for a bailout afterwards”… All of these paths lead to ruin.  True fulfillment in life can only be found through God.  You need faith in Jesus, and you need to live out your faith, listening and following God’s call.  What are you going to do with your faith?  (Note: We need not feel alone in this life long journey, we have each other, the Church and the Holy Spirit, which is a topic of another lesson.)
i. Cannot cover all of Romans, but here are some parting thoughts from Paul. Romans: 8.14-17, 8.26-27, 11.22, 12.1-21, plus Romans contains much more on how we should act as children of God.
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Social Inspiration of Scripture:  This concept moves beyond the focus of the Holy Spirit’s influence on a particular Biblical author.  Given that many Biblical texts were passed down orally, written anonymously and essentially emerged out of a multi-stage process, it does make sense that this concept focuses on the Holy Spirit’s movement within the whole community.  To me this really speaks to God’s call to all of us to build up the Kingdom of God during our earthly lives.  That is the bottom-line, and scripture helps guide us in that journey (Gaillardetz 20-1).





Tradition as a dynamic, living reality:  When revelation is seen as the living Word, it is possible to see scripture and tradition as inter-related aspects of the same living Word.  From Vatican II, scripture and tradition “…make up a single deposit of the Word of God, which is entrusted to the Church.”  In addition, through tradition, with the help of the Holy Spirit, there is a growth in our understanding of the realities and words being passed on from generation to generation within the community of believers.  It is important and exciting to be a part of a living faith with divine inspiration increasing our communal understanding of God, of reality over time (Gaillardetz 43-5).


Note: Second Vatican Council’s Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation (Dei Verbum)





The Holy Spirit is the unifying presence in the Blessed Trinity that binds us to God and one another.  The Holy Spirit also gives each believer, by virtue of Baptism, a sense of the faith (sensus fidei) which is a main reason why the Church is a spiritual communion (sui generis) of equals, sharing roles as teachers and learners, a community of dialogue and discernment.  “The Church as a spiritual communion of life and love that drew believers into communion with God in Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit” (Gaillardetz 58, 62, 107-118).


Note: Second Vatican Council’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (Lumen gentium)





Think you may be missing something?  Wondering what God is calling you to do with your faith?  Try experiencing your faith to start searching for an answer…





Proposal: A Pilgrimage and Your Lifetime Journey of Faith





I propose you try one small thing outside your normal routine that you could do for God.  I propose a small thing, because it’s hard to change everything at once.  God does encourage and respond to our small steps toward him.  God, through the Holy Spirit, is gently and quietly calling to us, and it takes time before we can see what the Holy Spirit is calling us to do.  So, don’t worry about it; just take that small step toward God.  





It is like:


- The Tortoise and Hare Fable: Small steady steps will get you to where you need to be.  


- This is not goal orientated action (unlike the world of man), but it is the journey that counts… step by step…


It reminds me of a quote from my time in the military, “Do your full duty, and the rest will take care of itself.” –General George S. Patton.  


The focus is on your own actions, not others.  Follow the example of Christ and keep your heart and mind open to the calling of the Holy Spirit, and “…the rest will take care of itself.”  We don’t know exactly where our lifetime journey of faith will take us, and we shouldn’t worry about it.  God has it under control.  We couldn’t know anyway, because the world is a dynamic place, so stay open and responsive as you listen to God.  It’s an adventure!!


Embrace the journey…the adventure


There is a big, beautiful world out there with God working miracles everyday!  If we don’t embrace the journey, we are missing it, too busy trudging through our mundane day-to-day affairs…





One small step:  Sign-up for a pilgrimage.  It is easy, and little is required today.  This small step will start to open your mind to the power and reality of the Holy Spirit.  Make room in your life for the spectacular and miraculous, and over time, the power of God, through the Holy Spirit, within a community of believers, will lead you to your next steps.





(Notes: Show video; my experience, achieve escape velocity)
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