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SUMMARY
They were first known as embedded menus during the infancy of the computer age. Like keys to a door that leads to other doors, they became known as hyperlinks on the internet. And with a little imagination, we can find them in today’s reading. 

AT A GLANCE
Like many technological improvements we take for granted, hyperlinks are a ubiquitous, yet under-valued, innovation. We don’t think about them unless they’re not working. But without hyperlinks, our research, writing, shopping and studying would slow to a crawl. Today’s epistle reading can be seen as a series of hyperlinks, each introducing another in a very logical sequence. 

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s psalm text, see “Big History,” May 30, 2010. 

At first, they were called “embedded menus.”
The invention of these menus occurred before any of us had even heard of something called the internet or the World Wide Web. It happened in the dark ages of computer technology, a primeval era in which computers were still large by today’s standards, and data storage was pitifully small.
Ben Shneiderman, a computer scientist at the University of Maryland and the inventor of the embedded menu, quickly gave these menus a new name: hyperlinks. It caught on, and without them, researchers, librarians, grad students, parents and countless others in every occupation would be floundering and perhaps still looking for help in the venerable Readers’ Guide to Periodical Literature.
It’s hard to imagine life without hyperlinks. Yet this is what Gary Klein, Ph.D., senior scientist at MacroCognition LLC, tries to do. In a recent article in Psychology Today, he attempts to picture our world without these digital stairsteps or Russian nesting dolls. 
“Think about how you would navigate, using your smartphone or your PC,” he writes. “How would you take advantage of touchscreens? How would you perform drag and drop operations? You’d be working through menus. Even if we toss Siri into the mix, imagine telling Siri how to sort through your photographs or select a size and color of a sweatshirt to order. Hyperlinks are so natural that they’ve become invisible unless we make a special effort like this as a way to appreciate them. Hyperlinks were one application of Shneiderman’s theory of direct manipulation, which also led to the tiny touch-screen keyboards on mobile devices, tagging family photos, gestural interaction, and other visual interfaces.”
[bookmark: _Hlk92189590]Think about it: Would you like to live in a world without love, random acts of kindness, museums, orchestras, sunsets and digital cameras to record their beauty, the sounds of children playing, movies, baseball games … and hyperlinks!? 
No, you would not!
Now, take a moment to reread the passage from Romans, the RCL text for this Sunday’s second reading. Do you see where we’re going with this?
Two sets of theological hyperlinks seem to be in play here. The first set in verses 1-2 concerns our relationship with God. The second set in verses 3-5 deals with how one gets on in the real world without dissolving in despair. 

Our Relationship with God
Here are some possible links in verses 1 and 2: 
· Justified
· Faith
· Peace
· God
· Lord Jesus Christ
· Grace
· Hope
· Glory
You may want to deal with all of these, but for now, let’s look at the first three.
Justified. Imagine following this theological link to get a summary of the doctrine of justification plus everything the New Testament has to say about it. 
Notice that the apostle says, “we are justified …” (v. 1, emphasis added). Many things might be happening in our lives, but right now one of those things is not a problem with God. We and God are cool. In Christ, everything’s been lined up, straightened out and calmed down. God has no fight with us. The past has been forgiven, the present is in process and the future is in God’s hand. We might worry about a lot of things, but we are not worrying about our relationship with God!
Faith. This is possible because we are people of faith. The text says, “We are justified by faith …” Faith is part of the justification conversation, so when the faith link is selected, everything the Bible has to say about faith comes up. What are the highlights? 
· The blessings of God are accessed by and through faith.
· “Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1).
· Faith is a gift one can possess and exercise regardless of one’s education, wealth or station in life.
· With faith, even the weak are stronger than the mighty, and without faith, the strong are powerless before even the puny and despised.
Peace. We started with justification, which took us to faith, and now we’re at peace ― which is a product of the foregoing. We cannot have peace with God unless God agrees to give up the quarrel, to tear up our debts, to cancel our sins. This happened because we had the faith to accept God’s offer to reconcile, so that now, “we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 1). And if we have peace with God, God has peace with us. This verse then could be rewritten to read, “Therefore, since we are justified by faith, God is in a state of peace with us through our Lord Jesus Christ.”
If this sounds a little too theoretical, theological and doctrinal, keep in mind a couple of things. First, Romans is, without question, heavy stuff; it’s dense with theology and Paul must have had a reason to address themes like salvation, justification, sanctification, the old and new natures, and more. Clearly, the apostle wanted the church at Rome to get its theology straight. Bad theology would be like paddling a rowboat with crooked oars.
Second, theology was very important to the early church. It is still important to the 21st century church, but not to the extent that it was then. Remember, it was just a thousand years ago when the church split over the meaning and interpretation of a single Greek word, filioque. 
So, when Paul provides some teaching on justified, faith and peace, the church at Rome is not surprised, as perhaps we are. It is important to Paul; it is important to them.
These terms are freighted with theological significance. They teach us about our relationship with God. But then, Paul switches to the here and now. He addresses the question: “How do justified Christians, enjoying peace with God by faith in Jesus Christ, live in the real world of suffering, crisis, occasional persecution, distress and anxiety?” 
This is our cue to move to a second set of links.

Managing in a World of Despair
Here are possible links in verses 3-5:
· Sufferings
· Endurance
· Character
· Hope
· Love
· Holy Spirit
Once again, you might want to discuss all of these, but we’re going to look at the first four.
Sufferings. When we open this link, we’re taken to reams of biblical data on this topic. It’s quite impressive to sift through the scriptural record and note how many biblical characters suffered unjustly, not the least of whom is our Lord himself. Go back to Eden, and it is not long before blood is pooling on the ground when Cain murders his brother. Joseph is sold by his brothers into slavery. Moses was a servant of his people who had suffered for more than 400 years under Egyptian taskmasters. The prophets suffered. And Jesus predicted suffering for those who followed him and his teachings. 
In one of the Petrine letters we read, “Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal that is taking place among you to test you, as though something strange were happening to you” (1 Peter 4:12). In life, there is suffering — a truth universally acknowledged and enshrined not only in the canon of Scripture but in Buddhism as the first of the Four Noble Truths. 
This suffering comes in many forms. For the early Christians, physical suffering at the hands of authorities, impatient crowds and bloodthirsty mobs who were challenged and fearful of the “different” among them was not uncommon. Today, people all over the world still face the threat of bodily harm because of the color of their skin, their religious beliefs or their gender. 
[bookmark: _Hlk92189554]But we also know that the people in your congregation might be suffering mental anguish, emotional pain and chronic bodily pain. They might know the pain of loss — the loss of a spouse or a child, the loss of income, the loss of a home, the loss of health. 
People are suffering today, and often we don’t know it. This may be because, as the Bible suggests, “Laughter can conceal a heavy heart, but when the laughter ends, the grief remains” (Proverbs 14:13, NLT). 
Yet, embedded in the biblical discussion of suffering is another link that reveals an interesting truth about the nature of suffering: There’s a positive byproduct to suffering!
[bookmark: _Hlk92189564]Endurance. This word is sometimes translated as “perseverance.” Some people seem to be good at this. It is listed as a virtue on many lists of values and strengths. Endurance might be a product of your DNA — who you are — but the apostle suggests that when we experience suffering or what other translations call trials and tribulations, it produces endurance. It is one of the unique byproducts of suffering. 
[bookmark: _Hlk92197722][bookmark: _Hlk92197918]But Paul is referring to not only a person who endures, but to someone who has super-endured. The Greek word here is hupomenó (ὑπομένω). Its root is menó (μένω). The short form means to abide or endure. Adding the prefix simply intensifies the meaning, so that now you are brave, bearing up courageously. In other words, your persevering character is approaching superpower quality! 
A person with endurance has learned how to gut it out on a daily basis. Because you have suffered, you’re stronger than a triathlon competitor. You’re a super-version of Louis “Louie” Zamperini, who survived for weeks on the Pacific Ocean with two buddies during World War II only to be captured by the Japanese. He survived that, too. His suffering produced endurance. He was, according to Laura Hillenbrand, who told his story in her book Unbroken, unbroken. 
This is no ordinary endurance. It is extra- and super-ordinary, and it emerges from great suffering. In fact, without suffering, your endurance level is probably just menó, not hupomenó. The reference to endurance in verse 4 is a reference to heroic stuff.
Endurance is not the end of these embedded links, however. Endurance, like suffering, leads to yet another virtue!
Character. It has been widely reported that character is who you are and how you behave when no one is looking. But if no one is looking, then there is no one in a position to evaluate your character, is there? It’s a moot point. 
[bookmark: _Hlk92198259]The word rendered “character” (dokimēn, δοκιμήν) means experience, as in “the school of hard knocks.” But this experience is more than bouncing willy-nilly through life, from pillar to post and learning a few lessons along the way. Rather, the word refers to a metal or precious gem that has gone through a trial by fire to test its worth. Character is not just who we are or what we are when no one is looking. It is also who we are while probed, vetted, observed, thoroughly examined and tested, and the results are known by all. Only after this process do others know that you’re the real deal, the genuine article. You’re not a fake. You are proven by your suffering and endurance of it to be authentic and genuine. That’s character. And character leads us to another link — “character produces hope” (v. 4). Follow it and you discover that hope is a “favorable and confident expectation.”
Hope. It has to do with both the unseen and the future (see 8:24-25). Hope is a huge topic in the New Testament. It is the middle virtue of the big three of 1 Corinthians 13:13 (faith, hope and love). 
The New Testament speaks of hope as:
· the joyous anticipation of good or something positive (Titus 1:2; 1 Peter 1:21)
· “Christ in you the hope of glory” (Colossians 1:27)
· Resting in Christ Jesus (1 Timothy 1:1)
· Having as its object the resurrection (Acts 23:6)
· “the hope of the promise made unto the fathers” (Acts 26:6, 7)
· “the hope of righteousness” (Galatians 5:5)
· “the hope promised by the gospel” (Colossians 1:23) 
· “our hope of sharing the glory of God” (in v. 2 of today’s reading) 
· “the blessed hope” (Titus 2:13)
· “the hope of salvation” (1 Thessalonians 5:8)
· “the hope of eternal life” (Titus 1:2 and 3:7). 
The apostle Paul is clear. Those who suffer have an opportunity to endure; those who endure will develop character; and those with character will be spilling over with hope. 
Have you noticed that those who have suffered, endured, and been tested and tried generally are among the most hopeful people on the planet?  
These seven hyperlinks of the faith are by no means exhaustive, but they provide an excellent start to understanding both our relationship with God and the world in which we live and work ― all the while endeavoring to be faithful to the will of God as we know and understand it.
Amen.
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
Klein, Gary. “The invention of hyperlinks.” Psychology Today, psychologytoday.com, January 4, 2018. Retrieved October 23, 2021.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Proverbs 8:1-4, 22-31
What Does the Text Say?
Personified Wisdom, sometimes called Woman Wisdom, is featured in Proverbs 1-9. Woman Wisdom is contrasted with Woman Folly; see Proverbs 7 and also 9:13 ff., where she tries to seduce foolish folks away from wisdom and wise living. There is the capable woman/worthy wife of 31:10-31 (an acrostic poem in Hebrew, where each verse begins with a new letter of the 22-letter consonantal alphabet), who shows how personified Wisdom acts in everyday ways; she also speaks wisdom (v. 26). “Wisdom” in Hebrew is hokmah. Do not make overly too much about this word’s feminine grammatical gender (or the masculine or feminine grammatical gender of other words); for example, a prominent Hebrew word for “womb” (rehem) is grammatically masculine, even though “womb” in its meanings is certainly feminine. However, in Proverbs it is legitimate to ask why the frequently male-oriented writers and editors so noticeably highlight Woman Wisdom and Woman Folly, along with female human wisdom. Notice the two parts of verse 1: “Does not wisdom call” (v. 1a) is, in Hebrew, poetic parallelism to part 2, “does not understanding raise her voice” (v. 1b). Wisdom and understanding are paired innumerable times in Proverbs and elsewhere. In addition, Proverbs 8 uses such related words as knowledge, prudence, intelligence and insight. In verses 1-4 and elsewhere in Proverbs (as 1:20-21), Wisdom goes to frequently traversed places, as well as prominent places, to call out to all who will listen to her. The Hebrew of 8:1’s “call” is qara'. The Septuagint Greek translates this with khrussw, the same verb NT Greek uses for “to proclaim/preach” the good news by or about Jesus. Wisdom thus takes the role of God’s prophet or preacher (see Luke 11:49!), inviting the listener to turn away from the ways of Folly and to learn and live the Wisdom of God (see also the contrasting choices which she offers in vv. 32-36 below). Wisdom is so highly regarded in Proverbs that she is identified almost as an attribute or characteristic of the Lord, as well as one who gives voice to what the Lord says.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Character Improvement. Do you think of yourself as a wise person? Some would argue that a truly wise person would quietly demur. A wise person is no doubt interested in character, and several character assessment tools are available, including the VIA Strengths Test (VIA=Values In Action). VIA has identified 24 character traits and grouped them into several categories. One category is Wisdom. For the VIA Strengths people, Wisdom is all about Creativity, Curiosity, Judgment, Love-of-Learning and Perspective. (See viacharacter.org.) How many of us truly want to be wise? Some people believe that since we’re rational human beings and know our own mind on most things, we’re as wise as we’re going to be. Yet isn’t it possible to grow in wisdom? So, what can we do to be wise or wiser? Wise people listen, because as someone has said, “Knowledge without wisdom is like water in the sand.” Wise people do not listen with the intent to respond, but with the intent to understand. Wise people ask questions, seeking information and clarification. Wise people act not in self-interest, but on behalf of others. If we need a character makeover, it could start with a search for wisdom. “The beginning of wisdom is this: Get wisdom, and whatever else you get, get insight” (Proverbs 4:7).


Psalm 8
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 8, one of the best-known in the Psalter, is part of the first section or book of psalms in the canonical book of Psalms (Psalms 1-41). It is a hymn of praise to God for having created human beings in the divine image, and for having placed them in a natural world of wonders where the divine-human relationship is the greatest wonder of all. Psalm 8 is an inclusio. That is, it begins and ends with the same refrain and focuses its hymnic language specifically on creation. Not only is God’s glory manifest in the most exalted places, but God has also “founded a bulwark” (or “established strength”) from “the mouths of babes and infants” (v. 2), showing that God’s sovereignty extends throughout the created order. The dominical language of both Genesis and Psalm 8 has prompted some interpreters of the Bible to suggest that the degradation of the natural environment in cultures rooted in the biblical tradition is a direct result of the biblical assertion of human supremacy over the natural world. Psalm 8, while echoing the creation language of Genesis, is a step toward a balanced understanding in its celebration of God’s providential ordering of creation, in which human beings are neither the lords of creation nor its servants but are members and citizens.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Difficulty of Creation. If your congregation is like most, it’s a flock with a few people you’d identify as highly creative. These people stand out in a way others don’t because of their ability to generate imaginative ideas or objects that provoke a sense of awe and wonder in others. As a percentage of the population, few people own such gifts — although there’s some creativity in all of us, no doubt. But to create something is not easy. We can sign up for courses that teach creativity. Perhaps such a class would help some of us unleash the power of our imaginations. But do such classes teach us how to create? No, but even creative people submit to instruction so that they can be better painters, potters or piano players. What if you were asked to create something from scratch? “Go into the attic and create something with what you find there!” you’re told. Now think of the range of God’s created work, from a baby formed in the womb to the natural world, including towering mountains and surging oceans. Consider the wide variety of nutrition God has placed in the world for us to enjoy — from wheats and grains to vegetables like carrots, cucumbers, cauliflower and celery. Or fruit, like pomegranates, pineapples and papaya. This God of limitless creativity is the same God who calls us into relationship. This is the God we worship. “O Lord, our Sovereign, how majestic is your name in all the earth!” (v. 9).

John 16:12-15
What Does the Text Say?
In this final teaching discourse with his disciples before his crucifixion, Jesus sets out a process of revelation that is simultaneously progressive and unified. “Truth” (v. 13) is among the “all” that “the Father has” (v. 15). Yet those possessions of the Father have been so completely shared with the Son that Jesus is bold enough to refer to them as “mine.” The Son, however, does not hold them as an exclusive possession. Just as the Father shared them with the Son, so the Son will share them not only with the Spirit but also, through the Spirit, with God’s people (v. 16). Because neither the Son nor the Spirit adds to the truth received from the Father, but simply shares and declares it (16:13b), there is a unity to what is revealed. Yet, Jesus recognized that there were still “many things” he wished to share with his disciples that they could not yet “bear” (v. 12). Whether these limits are related to an intellectual ability to comprehend, an emotional ability to endure the coming passion apart from the comfort of the resurrection or some other reason is not stated. The important thing is that “the Spirit of truth” would continue to “guide” them even in Jesus’ absence. The history of the church demonstrates that this work of the Spirit continues from that first generation to our own.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Too Much Information. “I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now” (v. 16). This is what Jesus says to his disciples. If Jesus felt the need to shut up, perhaps it is a trait we, too, should endeavor to emulate. Jesus, however, knew that his disciples would hear what they needed to hear, and learn what they needed to learn, because the “Spirit of truth” would “guide” them. Once again, the Spirit will not drive people to the truth, argue people to the truth or impose the truth on reluctant recipients. The disciples, like most of us, are best brought to the truth through guidance. And should the Holy Spirit use us to illuminate the pathways of others with the truth, we should remember that the truth always glorifies Jesus. “He will glorify me,” Jesus says (v. 14). When we think we have the truth and when we’re about to unload the whole truth and nothing but the truth on some hapless soul, remember that the truth — if it is truth — doesn’t make Jesus look bad. The truth honors and glorifies Jesus. Just remembering this should quiet things up a bit.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

Justification
A few of us are old enough to remember the shift from typewriters to computer word-processing programs. Among the many gee-whiz aspects of this new technology was a little tweak called “right justification.”
Before word processing, justification — the vertical lining-up of text along the right margin — was a formatting adjustment available only from print-shops. When using a typewriter, you couldn’t do it.
With a typewriter, you’d start each new line along the left margin, but when you ran out of space at the end of the line, you’d hit the return key. Or — if you were using an old manual typewriter — you’d reach up and pull the carriage-return lever from right to left. This simultaneously slid the carriage back to the left margin and rolled the paper up one line. On those old manual machines, you were rewarded with a reassuring “ding” from a hidden bell.
Even if you typed in all the letters flawlessly — with no need for correction tape or a tiny paint-job from the Wite-Out bottle — your right margin was still ragged.
But once typewriters gave way to word processors, you could choose to align your text vertically along both margins. Suddenly, your letters and term papers looked like they’d been produced by a professional print shop.
Scripture promises that we Christians are “justified by faith” (Romans 5:10). The ragged edges of our lives are rendered uniform and smooth by the power of Christ’s saving death. “If we confess our sins,” it says in 1 John 1:9, “[God] who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”
If we listen closely enough, we may just hear the reassuring “ding” of forgiveness our gracious Lord has procured for us.

##

Faith
There are these two guys sitting together in a bar in the remote Alaskan wilderness. One of the guys is religious, the other is an atheist, and the two are arguing about the existence of God with that special intensity that comes after about the fourth beer. And the atheist says: “Look, it’s not like I don’t have actual reasons for not believing in God. It’s not like I haven’t ever experimented with the whole God and prayer thing. Just last month I got caught away from the camp in that terrible blizzard, and I was totally lost and I couldn’t see a thing, and it was 50 below, and so I tried it: I fell to my knees in the snow and cried out ‘Oh, God, if there is a God, I’m lost in this blizzard, and I’m gonna die if you don’t help me.’” And now, in the bar, the religious guy looks at the atheist all puzzled. “Well then you must believe now,” he says, “After all, here you are, alive.” The atheist just rolls his eyes. “No, man, all that was was a couple Eskimos happened to come wandering by and showed me the way back to camp.”
—David Foster Wallace, excerpt from commencement address, “This Is Water,” at Kenyon College, 2005.
https://fs.blog/2012/04/david-foster-wallace-this-is-water/.
Retrieved December 26, 2021.
Wallace goes on to comment that most academics consider the difference between the two men to be merely a matter of perspective. The difference comes, he says, “from inside the two guys. As if a person’s most basic orientation toward the world, and the meaning of his experience were somehow just hard-wired, like height or shoe-size; or automatically absorbed from the culture, like language. As if how we construct meaning were not actually a matter of personal, intentional choice. Plus, there’s the whole matter of arrogance. The nonreligious guy is totally certain in his dismissal of the possibility that the passing Eskimos had anything to do with his prayer for help. True, there are plenty of religious people who seem arrogant and certain of their own interpretations, too. They’re probably even more repulsive than atheists, at least to most of us. But religious dogmatists’ problem is exactly the same as the story’s unbeliever: blind certainty, a close-mindedness that amounts to an imprisonment so total that the prisoner doesn’t even know he’s locked up.”

##

Peace
What is called peace by many is
Merely the absence of disturbance.
True peace cannot be disturbed;
It resides beyond the reach of disturbance.
—Wu Hsin, ancient Chinese philosopher

##

Suffering
I was imprisoned in a wretched prisoner-of-war camp in Belgium. The German Reich had collapsed. German civilization had been destroyed through Auschwitz. My hometown Hamburg lay in ruins; and in my own self things looked no different. I felt abandoned by God and human beings, and the hopes of my youth died. I couldn't see any future ahead of me. 
In this situation an American chaplain put a Bible in my hands, and I began to read it. First the psalms of lament in the Old Testament: “I have fallen dumb and have to eat up my suffering within myself … I am a stranger as all my fathers were” (Psalm 39). 
Then I was drawn to the story of the passion, and when I came to Jesus’ death cry I knew: this is the one who understands you and is beside you when everyone else abandons you. “My God, why have you forsaken me?” That was my cry for God too. 
I began to understand the suffering, assailed and God-forsaken Jesus, because I felt that he understood me. And I grasped that this Jesus is the divine Brother in our distress. He brings hope to the prisoners and the abandoned. He is the one who delivers us from the guilt that weighs us down and robs us of every kind of future. 
And I became possessed by a hope when in human terms there was little enough to hope for. I summoned up the courage to live, at a point when one would perhaps willingly have put an end to it all. 
This early companionship with Jesus, the brother in suffering and the liberator from guilt, has never left me since. The Christ for me is the crucified Jesus.
—Jürgen Moltmann, Jesus Christ for Today’s World (Fortress, 1994), 2-3.

##

Endurance
The word “quarantine” comes from the Italian quaranta, meaning “forty.” As Frank M. Snowden explains in Epidemics and Society: From the Black Death to the Present (Yale), the practice of quarantine originated long before people understood what, exactly, they were trying to contain, and the period of 40 days was chosen not for medical reasons but for scriptural ones, “as both the Old and New Testaments make multiple references to the number forty in the context of purification: the forty days and forty nights of the flood in Genesis, the forty years of the Israelites wandering in the wilderness … and the forty days of Lent.”
The earliest formal quarantines were a response to the Black Death, which, between 1347 and 1351, killed something like a third of Europe and ushered in what’s become known as the “second plague pandemic.” As with the first, the second pandemic worked its havoc fitfully. Plague would spread, then abate, only to flare up again.
During one such flareup, in the fifteenth century, the Venetians erected lazarettos — or isolation wards — on outlying islands, where they forced arriving ships to dock. The Venetians believed that by airing out the ships they were dissipating plague-causing vapors. If the theory was off base, the results were still salubrious; 40 days gave the plague time enough to kill infected rats and sailors. Snowden, a professor emeritus at Yale, calls such measures one of the first forms of “institutionalized public health” and argues that they helped legitimatize the “accretion of power” by the modern state.
—Elizabeth Kolbert, “Pandemics and the Shape of Human History,” The New Yorker, March 30, 2020.

##

Character
In James Clear’s book, Atomic Habits, he writes, “Behavior that is incongruent with the self will not last.” He goes on to write, “The more pride you have in a particular aspect of your identity, the more motivated you will be to maintain habits associated with it.” In other words, if you think of yourself as a generous person, you will act generously because those actions reflect your sense of self. Perhaps if we who follow Jesus Christ acted from our baptismal identity, we would not need resolutions so much as a reminder of who and whose we are.  
We could ask ourselves as we go about our day and make choices about how to act, what to spend, when and what to speak: What reflects being clothed in Christ? How would an impartial or gentle or loving or kind or hospitable or forgiving person respond? If I am committed to being a disciple of Jesus Christ, if that identity is critical and core for me, how will I respond in this situation?
Parker Palmer’s book on vocation, Let Your Life Speak: Listening for the Voice of Vocation, reminds us, “If you seek vocation without understanding the material you are working with, what you build with your life will be ungainly and may well put lives in peril, your own and some of those around you.” If we understand that the raw material we are working with, no matter how it may manifest itself in terms of talent and temperament, is delightful, beloved and an image of God, what are we free to build with abandon and with joy?
—Jill Duffield, “Looking Into the Lectionary: Baptism of the Lord – January 12, 2020,” The Presbyterian Outlook, January 10, 2020.
https://pres-outlook.org/2020/01/baptism-of-the-lord-january-12-2020/.
Retrieved December 26, 2021.

##

Hope
I attended a conference on the Georgia coast and, as I was getting off the plane in Savannah, I noticed a man about eight people in front of me, making his way up the jetway. There was something noticeable about him, in fact something impossible not to see. As he walked along, just another face in the crowd, he was carrying a sign above his head. A square, yellow sign with big, black block letters that said, “This Is a Good Sign.” As he walked along, heads turned, smiles broadened.
I caught up to him in baggage claim. We were waiting for our luggage, and there he was, sitting on a bench, holding his sign above his head. I walked over to him, sat down, and said, “Excuse me, but I’ve got to ask you: What’s with the sign?”
He looked at me, big smile on his face, and said, “Here’s the thing. There is so much negative energy on the loose these days, everybody seems to be mad about something, seems like everybody’s mad at somebody. So, about a year ago a buddy and I got together and said, ‘We’ve gotta do something about this.’ So ever since then, wherever we go and whatever we’re doing, we carry this sign. It’s a great way to start some positive energy, some positive conversation, like when someone comes up to me at the airport and says, ‘Hey, what’s with the sign?’
“Look,” he said, “I know I can’t change the world — I get that. But I also know that I can change the part of it I happen to be in at the moment.”
—Roger Gustafson, “The Advent Gift,” Day1.org for December 12, 2021.
https://day1.org/weekly-broadcast/61a4db4e6615fbaab0000054/roger-gustafson-the-advent-gift.
Retrieved December 26, 2021.

##

COMMENTARY 
Romans 5:1-5
Although Romans 5:1 clearly starts a new section of Paul’s letter, it skillfully builds on all that the apostle has already set forth. The example of Abraham, cited in 4:1-22, surely remains dominant in the minds of Paul’s audience as they continue to read about the role endurance, character and hope play in the lives of the faithful. But in 5:1-11, Paul becomes primarily concerned with demonstrating how all the spiritual gifts are in fact contained within that one gift that overwhelms all else — “justification by faith.” Through the gracious gift of Jesus Christ, we now can stand in a right relationship with God — the gift that backgrounds all other gifts in the Christian life.
Romans 5:1 focuses on the benefits believers enjoy from being “justified by faith.” The primary experience of one who is justified, Paul declares, is peace. Well-educated in both Hebrew and Greek, Paul is aware of the depth and breadth of meaning encapsulated by this one word. Peace referred to a condition of complete health and total well-being. But “peace” was also the term employed in the Jewish tradition to describe the outcome of messianic salvation. The presence of salvific peace functionally describes the same condition Paul calls “justification” — being in a right relationship with God. Thus, in verse 1, Paul is almost declaring the same thing twice — focusing on and then clarifying the route to this right relationship. Justified “by faith,” Paul then goes on to explain that this “peace,” or justified state, is brought about “through our Lord Jesus Christ.” Faith in Christ is the specific stance that puts one in a new, healthy relationship with God.
From the privileged perspective of one who has gained admission to God’s grace, Paul claims the believer can now “boast” or “rejoice” in anticipation of a uniquely blessed experience — “the hope of sharing the glory of God.” Both “hope” and “glory” mean specific things for Paul. His is not a response riddled with doubt or some cautious couching of desire. Christian hope implies confidence in events that are sure to take place. One may genuinely “boast” in “hope” and anticipate in confidence because there is no doubt about the arrival of that which is hoped for.
In this case, Paul identifies “sharing in God’s glory” as the hoped-for event. His use of “glory” suggests the revelation of God’s essential being, of God’s own character. Because Christians have received access to God’s grace, all believers may look forward in hope to standing in the divine presence and sharing in the very likeness of God. To share in God’s glory is the ultimate culmination of the gift of salvation in Christ.
Paul now lists the virtues that the Christian who stands in this right relationship with God may have the opportunity to practice. He opens these verses with a familiar literary formula that is variously translated as “but not only,” “but also,” “and also” or even “more than that.” The formula here relays Paul’s intention to add to what he has already said, yet highlights the fact that what is to follow may strike the reader as far removed from the previously noted hope of sharing in God’s glory.
Once again, Paul urges his fellow Christians to “rejoice” or “boast” — but this time the call is to rejoice in “our sufferings.” These “sufferings” or “troubles” included not just the persecution and hardship the early church was already experiencing, but also the extended suffering and troubles the faithful might expect as the return of the Messiah grew near. Paul is not suggesting that this rejoicing takes place even though suffering will accompany the lives of the faithful. Paul’s attitude is genuinely positive because of what such suffering produces.
The trilogy of offspring suffering produces is endurance, character and again, hope. It is interesting to note that while Greek literature forms no connection between endurance or perseverance and hope, Paul feels the association between them is so strong that, at different times, he argues for the primacy of each. In Romans 5:4 and again in 15:4, the quality of endurance (patience or perseverance) gives rise to hope. Elsewhere, however, Paul just as boldly argues that it is hope which in turn produces endurance or steadfastness (see 1 Thessalonians 1:3; Romans 8:25).
In order to follow Paul’s progression correctly — from suffering to endurance to character to hope — it should be made clear that the “endurance” Paul speaks of is a far more active experience than the sometimes-translated “patience” would suggest. While “patience” seems to denote passivity, perseverance reveals the activity involved in such an experience. “Enduring” does not suggest quietly “waiting it out.” Biblical endurance requires “wading right in.” Endurance races test the ability of the competitor to keep on going, despite exhaustion, obstacles and genuine suffering.
This endurance, Paul claims, produces what the NRSV calls “character.” The Greek word used here appears only three other times in the New Testament (2 Corinthians 2:9; 9:13; Philippians 2:22), where it is rendered more closely to its literal meaning. The term is used to describe something put to the test and meriting approval when the test is passed. Other translations of Romans 5:4 focus on this outcome more than on the quality that makes it possible and translate what endurance brings as “God’s approval.” But since Paul is focused here on the believer, not on God’s response to the believer, the NRSV makes good sense to describe that which receives God’s approval — the character of the believer.
The character that is built upon endurance, in turn, is able to foster the certainty of hope. Christian hope is no fragile thing, Paul asserts in verse 5, for it is the result of the vital indwelling of yet another gift from God through Christ — the Holy Spirit. Christian hope springs from the living waters of Christ’s presence within each believer.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Romans 5:1-5
Ask the children if they know what a chain reaction is. Set up a dozen dominoes, one standing next to the other, and then tip the first one to create a chain reaction, knocking down the others, one by one. Let them know that some people set up long lines of dominoes, with complicated twists and turns, and then enjoy the sight of watching them all fall down. Tell the children that God created a wonderful chain reaction for us when he sent us Jesus. The reaction begins when we have faith in Jesus and are made right with God (Romans 5:1). But that’s not all! Explain that we often suffer along with Jesus, but “suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts” (vv. 3-5). Tell them that they can be part of this chain reaction whenever they show love to someone. Close by thanking God for the chain reaction that begins with faith and ends in love.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General 
Leader: Whatever kind of a week you’ve had, Jesus went through everything you’re going through and more.
People: We put on the mind of Christ, which enables us to erect crosses in his name.
Leader: Whatever suffering we’ve endured this week, the cross of Christ weans us from always expecting to get our own way.
People: We put on the mind of Christ, which enables us to do his will.
Leader: Forsake the ladder of worldly living and the tyranny of living only for your own sake.
ALL: We put on the mind of Christ so that we will forever walk in God’s ways.

Prayers — General 
O Jesus, poor and abject, unknown and despised, have mercy upon me and let me not be ashamed to follow you.
O Jesus, hated, calumniated, and persecuted, have mercy upon me, and let me not be afraid to come after you.
O Jesus, blasphemed, accused and wrongfully condemned, have mercy upon me and teach me to endure the contradiction of sinners.
O Jesus, insulted, mocked, and spit upon, have mercy upon me and let me run with patience the race set before me.
O Jesus, hanging on the accursed tree, bowing the head, giving up the ghost, have mercy upon me, and conform my whole soul to your holy, humble, suffering Spirit.
—Adapted from a prayer by John Wesley.

Benedictions — Special Days and Times
Trinity Sunday
May God the Creator, who created you in his image, re-create you daily as a child of his love.
May the Son of God, incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth, equip you daily for the service to which he is calling you.
May the Spirit of God cleanse you of anything that may impede your service and witness, comfort you in grief or loss of any kind, and empower you in the pursuit of justice, peace and freedom.
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Come, Thou Almighty King
Holy, Holy, Holy
My Hope Is Built on Nothing Less
Worship and Praise* 
King of Kings (Hillsong)
How Deep the Father’s Love for Us (Townend)
Our God Saves (Baloche)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Trinity Sunday, Cycle C
Proverbs 8:1-4, 22-31
Psalm 8
Romans 5:1-5
John 16:12-15
