BE REAL
ROMANS 8:1-11

SERMON BY ED DYKSTRA

JULY 13, 2008

     Romans 8:1 is my favorite verse in all of scripture.  In fact it’s my Fourth of July verse (I wish it had been in the lectionary for last week).  It’s a verse that when I read it I want to set off fire works!  It’s a hallelujah chorus verse!  It is that for me because it is truly an independence verse.  It’s freeing and empowering!  There is therefore no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus!  
     Let me explain.  For many years I was seeking to be a good Christian.  I wanted to be God’s person and to have God’s acceptance of me.  While I never was a blatant sinner - a prodigal son, if you will – I never felt that I measured up to the good people I knew.  There was a heaviness that always seemed to color everything.  I tried.  Believe me, I tried.  I thought that maybe things would change when I was ordained.  Maybe I could feel that “joy, joy, joy, joy down in my heart” that we used to sing about – but that I didn’t really feel.  It was while I was serving my first congregation that one day I read this verse and stopped.  I re-read it.  NO condemnation!  I had read this verse many times before; in fact I remember memorizing it as a teen.  But now it was hitting me – NO condemnation!  That sounded like the good news I thought Christianity was all about.  I had been plagued with what I thought was guilt.  Guilt about something, but I didn’t really know what.  It felt heavy and its weight was more than I wanted.  I was a minister of the Gospel, but it seemed like a gospel that dragged people down, not lifted them up.  What was good about that news?  

     I began to examine myself.  I did some reading and came across the concept of real guilt and false guilt.  Real guilt was what I would feel when I did something wrong.  False guilt was what I was feeling when I tried to imagine what others were expecting of me, or what I was expecting of me that was not realistic.  I was able to feel guilty about others feelings.  Or felt guilty about things that I could not control, like having to send my wife off to work part time so we could pay our bills.  Yes, I could feel guilty at the drop of a hat.  But it was more than that.  It was not just what I did or did not do; it was who I saw myself to be.  I condemned myself so much that it began to be who I thought I was.  I was condemnable.  I was unworthy. 

     Later I came to learn that what I was experiencing was not false guilt but unhealthy shame.  I felt guilty for what I did.  I felt shame for who I was.  
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Back to my Fourth of July verse or my Hallelujah Chorus verse – NO CONDEMNATION!  God sees me differently than I perceived myself.  God 
claims me as worthy of being a child of God.  Do I believe what God says about me, or what my feelings say about me?  It took time, but I chose to believe God.  I was able to claim my real self – the one created in the image of God.   
     One of the most powerful and attracting characteristics of a church is that it is a place where people can be real.  Not many churches possess that gift.  We are all to busy pretending, or building our images to let anyone really see us.  Why is that?  One would think that when we talk about forgiveness and love it would create a space where people could relax and be themselves, i.e. – be real. Yet we remain guarded regarding letting our true selves out because we don’t want others to really know us as we know our selves.  Would one of the following fit how you might describe your self?

           I feel inadequate; I seldom feel as if I am up to what is expected of        

              me. or
           I feel flawed inside, blemished somehow, dirty somehow. or
           I feel I will never be acceptable. or
           When I look inside of myself, I seldom feel any joy at what I am. or
            I do not measure up and will never measure up to the sort of person I

               am meant to be. 

     All of these statements reflect shame.  They indicate who we think we ARE, not what we have DONE. Shame gets at our entire being. Healthy shame is a good thing.  It warns us when we depart from our true selves.  It lets us know when we depart from our values and calls us back to who we really are. 
     But unhealthy shame is destructive and deadly.  It is heavy and often inhibits us from realizing our potential.  It is a feeling that we place on ourselves or others try to lay on us.  Unhealthy shame diminishes us and does not restore us to our healthy or true selves.  We deceive ourselves and in the process we learn to dislike what we see.  
     Martin Luther was challenged with shame in the time of the reformation.  He tried everything to feel right with God.  What was wrong was that he was not right with himself.  He thought he was not good enough.  Indulgences were offered, confessions made and yet he did not experience the acceptance of God.  Then in reading the book of Romans he discovered Grace.  He was
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 not condemned. Being accepted is the single most compelling need of our lives and Luther discovered that by Grace we are saved.  By grace we are
accepted by God.  We are found to be worthy of being called children of God, not because of what we have done, but because of who we are in our real self or our true self – image bearers of God. 

     Note I did not say that we deserve Grace.  That would itself deny grace.  Grace tells me I’m worth saving. Grace says I AM ACCEPTED. Grace calls me back to being real.  It frees me from distorting who I am; it empowers me to see myself as worth something.  God does not condemn me but welcomes me into his family just as the father of the prodigal ran out to meet the wayward son who did not feel he was worthy to be called his son.  Yet the father recognized him as his son even though he did not deserve to be welcomed.  Grace tells me I AM somebody – somebody God loves!  

      When we know that we are accepted by God it frees us to accept ourselves.  We are no longer viewing ourselves by the individual things we do but by who we are – God’ children.  Self-acceptance allows us then to have the freedom to be real.  We can go beyond being a friendly church to being a healthy accepting place for God’s people to gather.  We can then tell people what is really going on with us.  You can experience their care, their acceptance and love even when they know that you don’t have it all together.  Studies show that visitors give “realness” as the primary reason to return to a church. (Unbinding the Gospel  Martha Reese p.77)
   In his book, Shame and Grace Lewis Smedes says:  Life becomes real when we sense that God accepts me, owns me, holds me, affirms me, and would never let me go even if he were not too much impressed with what he has in his hands. (paraphrase of Shame and Grace by Lewis B. Smedes, page 80)  As God’s image bearers we can create a space where that can happen as we learn to accept one another as God has accepted us.  But that, of course, means we are in frequent contact with God.  That we live in the Spirit, and drink of the ever flowing waters of God’s grace.  

    The more we live in the Spirit, the more conflicts within the church recede.  The more contact we have with God the more other dimensions of our live are changed including those outside the walls of the church.  As we change others will note that change.  As we can not but help talk about our acceptance by God others will seek that relationship to God as well.  The church then emerges with “real life”. For it is in contact with God that everyday hurts, challenges, obstacles, fears, disappointments are met with God’s care, cures, healing, comfort, love and forgiveness.  This is the God
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who does not condemn us, but commends us to be real. THANKS BE TO GOD FOR HIS UNSPEAKABLE GIFT!  Now THAT is good news!    
