Oct. 2, 2011 
What’s it all About Anyway? The Human Condition
Mark 10:17-22; Romans 7:14-25a


The central story of Christianity is that of a rescue mission to heal wounded people and mend our broken world.  The players in the story are these:

1. a loving forgiving God whose desire is to restore and redeem.

2. Jesus – a man but more than a man – an agent sent by God to implement God’s rescue plan.

3. humanity – the likes of you and me – who live on planet earth and who are the targeted recipients of God’s rescue.


For the last several weeks, our focus has been on this central story and today we conclude by looking at the nature of humanity – who we are in this grand story?  Why have we been looking at this central story?  I can think of two major reasons.  One is to remind ourselves of what Christianity is all about.  All too often you and I get caught up in routine or in the details of a particular mission and our tendency is to lose sight of why we’re doing what we’re doing?  A second reason is to help us in our conversations with others about God and faith.  One of the things that make speaking to others about Christian faith sometimes difficult is that others view of God, Jesus, and humanity is often very different from our own.  An understanding of other people’s perspective is essential to speaking of our own.


I grew up watching westerns and Saturday morning television.  Roy Rogers and the Lone Ranger were my heroes.  The view of humanity I got from watching these shows was that there were good people and bad people and that it was easy to tell them apart – the good guys wore white hats and the bad guys wore black hats.  Many people today share that basic view of humanity.  Although from time to time we hear of a story that challenges our thinking – like the Russell Williams story.  Williams, you remember, was a decorated colonel in the Canadian armed forces who flew aircraft for such dignitaries as Queen Elizabeth, Prince Philip, the Governor General and the Prime Minister.  He also commanded CFB Trenton, yet was convicted of rape and murder and sentenced to two life sentences.  People with the good guy/bad guy understanding of humanity theorize that Russell was really a bad guy who had the appearance of a good guy.  Yet is it that simple?  

The Christian understanding of humanity is that no one is altogether good.

Once, a very devout young man who had lived a ‘squeaky clean’ life approached Jesus and asked him what he must do to have eternal life.  The young man began his question to Jesus with the salutation, “Good Teacher.”  Jesus’ response was this:

Mark 10:18  "Why do you call me good?  No one is good--except God alone.” 
The young man had a good person/bad person understanding of humanity.  No doubt, he put himself in the good person category and he was generous enough to put Jesus in that category as well.  But Jesus corrected his thinking – no one is good but God alone.  

The prophet Isaiah put it this way:

Is 53:6  We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way;


And the apostle Paul put it like this:

Rom 3:23  for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.
The Christian perspective is that all of humanity has wandered away from God’s perfect goodness – sometimes in what we do, sometimes in what we don’t do; sometimes by what we say, sometimes in what we don’t say; sometimes in what we think; sometimes in what we don’t think.  And the consequence of our wandering from God’s goodness is that we damage our own lives and damage the lives of those around us.  And none of us escape this.  We need rescuing.  
Paul writes about his own experience with sin and this is what he says:

Rom 7:15  I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do…

17  As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in me.

18  I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out.

19  For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do--this I keep on doing.

20  Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it.

21  So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me.

Have you ever felt like this?  You promise yourself you’re not going to lose your temper again and you do anyway?  You promise yourself you’re going to spend less time on the computer, less time checking emails, less time watching TV but you can’t help yourself.  You end up doing the very thing you told yourself you wouldn’t do – the thing you know is destroying you - killing you. The thought comes to you that you should phone someone, make a friendly visit, or have someone over for dinner but life gets busy and you don’t follow up on your good intention.
There was a poignant article in Tuesday’s Spectator this past week about a 32-year-old bank manager and church treasurer who stole $85,000.00 from fellow parishioners.  When asked by the judge why he stole the money, he explained it was to prop up his wife’s failing internet café business.  They had a three-year lease and couldn’t get out of it.  To declare personal bankruptcy would have meant he would have lost his job as a bank manager.  When the judge asked him how his crime had affected his family, the young man said that he had completely destroyed the life they knew.  When asked what would happen if he were sent to jail, he responded it would completely destroy the life they know.
Two dozen members from this young man’s church stood in court with him asking the judge for clemency.  Why did they do this?  Is it that they see themselves as sinners and are able to identify with the one who sinned against them?   Is it because they themselves have been forgiven and so in turn they are able to forgive others?  
It used to be that the Christian church was perceived as a place where good people gathered.  There were problems with this though.  First, some folk desperately in need of healing and wholeness – the very people Jesus came to rescue - thought they weren’t good enough to belong to a church.  Second, some on the outside who knew the truth that many who went to church had messed up lives and consequently thought that churchgoers were hypocrites.  I don’t know how or when this perception began but it is probably to the benefit of all that this perception is fading.
I remember having a conversation with a woman who told me she didn’t like the Christian notion that everyone is a sinner.  She thought it harmed people’s self-esteem and encouraged people to think badly of themselves. 
Thinking oneself a sinner, apart from the understanding that there is a loving God who sent Jesus to rescue us from our bad habits and worst selves may lead to low self-esteem but when we understand ourselves to be the targets of God’s rescue plan, the result is a sense of increased self-worth and gratitude to God for intervening in our lives and our world.

Knowing this, we are unafraid of taking personal inventories and coming to see ourselves with all our shortcomings - individuals who constantly stand in need of God’s grace to rescue, restore and redeem.
 We ask ourselves:

· are we living in faith or fear?
· are we living in resentment or love?
· are we living in guilt or forgiveness?
· are we living is self-pity or self-respect?
· are we living in selfishness or kindness?
· are we living in phoniness or sincerity?
· are we living in dishonesty or honesty?
· are we living in false pride or humility?
· are we living in hyper-criticism or understanding?
· are we living in impatience or patience?
· are we living in irresponsibility or responsibility?
And when we come up short, we remember there is one who said, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.  For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners."  Matt. 9: 12-13


In an online devotional guide called Radical Grace, Father Richard Rohr recently wrote this:
On the spiritual path, it is not optional to know ourselves. It’s not optional to be willing to make mistakes. Such qualities are essential. They lead to the gradual growth of a person “to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ” (Ephesians 4:13). The reason we sin and suffer is not because we are weak or wrong but simply because we are human. In this school of humanity sin abounds, but grace abounds even more (Romans 5:21). God uses human imperfection to achieve divine perfection; God uses weakness to create strength (2 Corinthians 12:10); God uses humans to create sons and daughters of God.

Being human means to be imperfect, to be limited, and thus to change and travel on a perpetual journey. Mature spirituality gives us the ability to live joyfully in an imperfect world. This is important because an imperfect world is the only one we have. And if God does not love imperfect humans, God has no one at all to love! 

Imperfect people make for imperfect churches.  Just as we need to confess our own personal sin, so also we need to confess the sin of our church.  We hurt ourselves and others because there is only one who is truly good and that is God.  The good news, however, is that God sent Jesus not just to rescue, restore and redeem individuals but to rescue, redeem and restore churches and through them,  the world.  

Today we celebrate World-Wide Communion Sunday.  The table to which we are invited is a table to which Christians all around our globe are invited – it is a table of rescue, a table of grace, a table of forgiveness, a table of unity, a table of courage, and a table of restoration for ourselves and our world.
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