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In Romans 7, we get to hear Paul talking to himself in the mirror: “The good I want to do, I do not do.  Instead, I do the evil that I do not want to do.  In my spiritual heart I know that I love God’s law, but in my actual thinking and physical doing I don’t do what God wants.  Even worse, I find that when I want to do what is right the most, then I especially cannot do it.  Wretched man that I am!  Who will rescue me from this body of death?”  This is heavy stuff, especially when we apply this level of personal reflection to all people.  Is it right to say that Paul speaks for all people everywhere by saying that we are all as sinful and weak as he was?  This is an unpleasant thing that Paul says about our human failings.  Can’t we be spiritual people, good people, without this critical looking in the mirror?  

We really can’t.  Paul wasn’t just some depressing, self-hating religious fanatic.  Paul spent a lifetime trying to be a good spiritual person; not just a good person on the inside, but a good community member, friend and citizen.  Trying to be a good spiritual person, he discovered that he could never be as good as he should be.  He knew that when it came to genuine spirituality and love he would blow it every time.  Being truly spiritual was beyond his ability.  We use these words like “I’m spiritual” or “he or she is a good person,” but Paul forces us to ask what that really means and maybe wonder if such a thing is possible.  In the end, we confess the unpleasant truth: no, it is not possible for us to be good spiritual people on our own.
Statements like that are why people don’t like religion.  There are all kinds of spirituality out there that say, “Let’s have a nice spiritual time, be good people, and keep an enlightened view of  ourselves and the world without all that depressing sin talk.”  But Paul crashes the party.  He reminds us, “That’s a fine idea, but you can’t really do these nice things you want to do.  In the end, you are not as good as you think you are and even your best spiritual intentions are not good really at that spiritual.”  Because of this, church can really be a downer: here we say that in the end, we will keep blowing it, no matter how spiritually enlightened we try to be.

And because so many people want to be spiritual but not religious these days, a lot of church leaders now think they need to be less churchy and more spiritual.  Apparently church and spirituality are opposites!  There are lots of books and conferences telling pastors how to be less religious so that they can share the good news of Jesus Christ more effectively with spiritual but not religious people.  It’s not just that I have a preference for one thing or another, but that approach never feels right to me.  It feels dishonest.  And with readings like this from Paul, I think it’s most dishonest about this core confession we make that we cannot be spiritual enough on our own.  “Who will rescue us from this body of death?”  No one but Jesus Christ.  As much as we might want to pretend that we don’t have unpleasant beliefs in our religion, I think it’s best just to claim this confession and be proud of it.  Lutherans believe that people cannot be as good as we ought to be.  In fact, our traditional emphasis on this point is what makes Lutherans most unique: it’s our gift to the world!  We are bearers of very bad news to spiritual people; and that’s what we’re best at!

We cherish this bad news, because there’s something great about it: first you diagnose a disease; then you can start to get better.  We are spiritual babies, not spiritual giants.  And as spiritual babes, maybe now we can hear Jesus when he prays for us: “I thank you, Father, because you have hidden this unpleasant truth about human failure from the supposedly wise and spiritual people and you have revealed it to infants.”  Jesus lets us know that we don’t have to be spiritual giants, because God is strong enough for all of us.  Instead of reaching for the heavens, we can come back down to earth and be beloved children of a loving God simply by having faith.  Instead of wondering in the mirror if we are really spiritual, we can get on with our humbles selves.  
The negative message about our inability to be spiritual enough bears good fruit, too.  Because we know that we can’t be perfect, Lutherans encourage people to pay attention to being honest in business and in life.  We care about legal systems that serve and protect people fairly.  Because we know that we are children, we value a practical education that teaches the knowledge and wisdom that will serve people in body and soul.  Because we are all beggars before God, we do not blame the poor for their poverty or the sick for their illnesses, but we care for them as brothers and sisters.  This all comes from that wonderful bad news that we’re not so great.  Once we give up the quest of trying to be perfect or even just good enough, we can come back down to earth and start to be helpful to others.  One time, in the middle of serious, grown-up fights about true faith and who is really in the true church, Martin Luther said, “God be praised, a seven-year-old child knows what the church is: ‘it is the little sheep who hear the voice of their shepherd.’”  Church is not for spiritual giants but for children.  Through the voice of Christ, our church declares all of us children of God and promises us love and grace without limit.  
Is it true?  Can we trust that we will be received in grace when we approach God and each other as children rather than as spiritual giants?  Jesus and Luther talked about children, as if it were really that easy to know God’s grace and have real faith.  Well, I have seven year old.  So I asked her, “What is church?”  She said, “It is somewhere that you learn about God so everybody can know how to help God.”  How much more spiritual does it get?!  We come to this religious service to learn the truth of our own childlike dependence on God.  In turn, were are lifted up by Christ, so that we can work with God and share good news with other spiritual infants and children.  Here Jesus says to us, “Come to me, all you who are weary and heavy laden, and I will give you rest.”  Here is rest for the troubled spirits of grown-ups.  Here Jesus Christ gives spiritual power and truth to all God’s children through the gift of his church.  Thanks be to God.
