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I have been living with Galatians for about the last half of year. You might recall that at the beginning of this year I did a short sermon series on Fruits of the Spirit derived from Paul’s list from Galatians 5. Galatians is a very intense book (or letter, rather) that outlines succinctly Paul’s transformation and the role that faith plays in this new era that God has instituted in Christ. It is quickly becoming one of my must go-to pieces of scripture and through it I have a new appreciation of Paul.

That doesn’t mean that it is necessarily easy to understand. Paul continues to use his verbose and what sometimes seems to be disjointed streams of argument. But the longer one lives with it, immerses oneself in it, and does a little background reading, it is amazing how thoughtful and right on Paul’s theology seems to be. And understood within the context in which Paul was writing, it is amazing how progressive he is. His declaration rings true that what he knows and how he has changed could not have come through human hands, but through God’s revelation in Jesus Christ.

You might recall from a couple of weeks ago when we were discussing the first chapter of Galatians that Paul was sent off into this flurry of theological apologetics because there were Christian missionaries coming after him who countered his argument that Gentiles did not have to be circumcised in order to become Christian. More to the point, you did not have to become a Jew to be a Christian. And perhaps even clearer still, the Mosaic laws are secondary to the life-giving faithfulness of Jesus Christ in his death and resurrection. Christ trumps legalism. Love is above law.

Do you recall the story of Rapunzel from Grimm’s fairy tales? A beautiful girl named Rapunzel lives with a wicked witch in a drab and dingy tower. The old witch is holding Rapunzel captive, and to keep the girl in her place the wicked witch does two things. First, she removes all the mirrors from the tower so Rapunzel cannot see what she looks like. Then the old witch tells Rapunzel repeatedly that she is ugly. In fact the witch says to her, “Rapunzel, you look just like me.”

Since there are no mirrors in the tower, poor Rapunzel believes it. She can’t see how beautiful she is, so she remains a prisoner in the tower – a prisoner of her own supposed ugliness. The witch believes that if Rapunzel is convinced that she is ugly, she will never try to escape. But then one bright day, Prince Charming comes riding by on his white horse, just as Rapunzel is leaning out of the tower for a breath of fresh air. Their eyes meet, and it is love at first sight.

“Rapunzel! Rapunzel! Let down your hair,” says the prince. And she does just that. She let’s her long, flowing hair down from the balcony, and Prince Charming, using her hair like a rope ladder, climbs up into the tower.

As they gaze at each other lovingly, Rapunzel sees in the glistening eyes of her prince a clear reflection of her own face. In the mirror of his eyes, Rapunzel sees for the first time that she is beautiful. And in that moment, she is set free: free from the witch, free from the tower, free from the past, and free from the feeling that she is ugly. Then Prince Charming takes Rapunzel into his arms, they jump onto his horse, and ride happily off into the sunset.

I think we can use this ancient fairy tale to help us discern Paul’s emphasis between love and law by asking ourselves two questions: 1) Who is it that tells us we are ugly? 2) Into whose eyes may we peer to see ourselves as beautiful children of God?

For Paul it is pretty clear. The one who tells us that we are ugly, the one who keeps us imprisoned with our lack of worth is the law. For Paul that means the Law of Moses. It is an antithesis, Paul argues in the third chapter of Galatians, to the promise that God gave to Abraham who in return received it by faith. The Greek word for faith that Paul uses here is pistis. The root meaning of pistis is “trust.” 

Abraham, according to the New Interpreter’s Bible, is the paradigm of faith because he “trusted” in God’s promise. It wasn’t a matter of believing a set of propositions or a certain doctrine about God. It was a matter of simple trust in the direct promise of God to bless him and to give him many descendents. The New Interpreter’s Bible goes on to say that “Faith is not a matter of mustering a heroic capacity to believe the odd or the miraculous; it is simply a matter of receiving gratefully a gift that God has chosen to give us, completely without regard to our deserving” (vol. XI pg. 275).

Now don’t mistake Paul. Even though Paul claims (contrary to Psalm 19) that the law has no life-giving ability, and that it makes us a prisoner in our own tower of legalism, Paul isn’t saying that the law is of no value. He is arguing that in the light of Christ, it has out-lived its purpose. With the faithfulness of Christ and our trust in God’s promise in Christ, we have been given the gift of right relationship with God – we have been justified. The law was only able to show us how outside of God’s promise we were, and there was no chance of being in right relationship with God through the Law. Its message only told us how ugly we are.

Paul claims, though, that in the time between God’s promise to Abraham and Christ, the law became necessary to show how the people of the promise would get off of the right track. But outside of that the law for Paul had no power.

It was only our custodian, our paidagogos – the word Paul uses which literally means “child-leader.” A paidagogos was a slave in the Greco-Roman household who supervised and guarded children. The responsibility was to walk the child or children to and from school, to see that they behaved properly and stayed out of harm’s way. The paidagogos, however, was not a member of the family, and when the child grew to a certain age his services were no longer required. 

For Paul, that is what the law was like for Israel. It had a certain necessary role in confining, guarding, and disciplining during the interval between Moses and Christ. This metaphor allows Paul to affirm that the Law once had a constructive role to play in God’s overall plan, while at the same time insisting that its role is now at an end.

The law has come to an end because now faith has been revealed in Jesus Christ. And instead of seeing how ugly we are by the law, we now see our beauty reflected in the eyes of Christ.

Paul makes an interesting argument. And it would take a month of Sundays to look at the nuances of Paul’s thinking. But there is a thread of understanding for Paul that sees Jesus Christ as the promised offspring of Abraham, because it is through Jesus’ faithfulness – “trusting” the promise of God to the cross and through the resurrection that has brought justification. And since God’s promise to Abraham – that he will be a blessing to the nations – predates the law, it is not the law, but the faith that is important, that is now revealed in and justified by Jesus Christ.

All of this is a build up, a crescendo to the final movement to which Paul has been us, and he lets the music swell to bellow out that since we are no longer prisoners under the law we are all children of God through faith and beautiful in God’s eyes.

Do you believe it? 

If you do then there is no Jew or Greek, there is no slave or free, there is neither male or female, for all are one, Paul says, in Christ Jesus, and therefore heirs of God’s promise to Abraham.

To understand the time and the place that Paul was speaking, is to understand how progressive and radical Paul’s statement was, to equate Jew and Greek, slave and free, male and female. We are all the same. We are one in Christ, and all beautiful. Love trumps law.

Paul’s list is not exhaustive, but perhaps representative of how radical God’s love is in Christ. Last January this church overwhelmingly took a similar stance when it declared that nothing should divide us and nothing should keep us from being one in Christ, not even sexual orientation. That in Christ there is neither gay nor straight, but all one and beautiful. I believe it. I believe it with my whole heart. I would stake my reputation on it. And it seems that is exactly what your three clergy have done.

I wasn’t at Annual Conference this year. The bishop gave me a special pass to miss it so I could perform the wedding of my niece in Missouri. What I missed is that one of our colleagues in the conference declared that Tim, Joanne, and I should be brought up on charges for letting this congregation adopt a welcoming statement that would include the lesbian, gay, transgender, bisexual people. 

I know there are good people at different places of understanding around this issue even in our own congregation. However, I find it highly odd that this person who is part of the Order of the Elders, a covenant community among pastors in the United Methodist Church would not choose to talk with us, not communicate his concern, or inquire to our thinking, because I would have gladly taken him through my understanding of Paul’s Christian apologetics in Galatians that Christ has broken out of the socio-economic, and political divisions that the legalists wish to keep us in. That in Christ there is neither straight nor gay, but one – humanity justified though Christ.

Instead he chose a public forum to declare us unfit for ministry. During the clergy session of the Annual Conference, all the clergy gather together to consider certain issues around clergy. We vote to add certain persons to the Order of Elders, we bring others in for probationary membership. We allow some to retire, some to relate in a different capacity to the conference. One of the questions that the Board of Ordained Ministry has to ask is, “Are all clergy blameless in their administration of ministry,” and the board replies “yes, to the best of our knowledge.” It was shortly after that, I understand, that this one pastor stood up and asked if this is the place that we bring up charges. Since I wasn’t there I am not exactly sure how it transpired, but essentially he declared that we were not blameless because this church passed a welcoming statement that includes the LGTB community. The bishop explained the procedure for filing a complaint.

We have just received a letter from the bishop’s office telling us that indeed a formal complaint has been filed against us. But I will let you in on a secret. I am not worried. I am saddened, but not worried. I am saddened because the church of Jesus Christ is still battling some of the same issues that Paul was. There are those in the church who still would prefer to put law above love – who still believe that exclusion is a higher calling than inclusion – that highlighting and judging differences is more significant than our oneness in Christ. There are those who find it more important to be like-minded than right-hearted, who haven’t taken the time to look in the eyes of Christ to see their own beauty as well as the beauty of others.

So what should we expect from the bishop? I don’t know. I think at issue is that the Judicial Council (the supreme court of United Methodism) ruled that we may not officially label ourselves something that is divisive or may represent something that is in theological disagreement with the United Methodist Church. So we may not vote to officially call ourselves a “Reconciling Congregation” which is a movement within the United Methodist Church that seeks to be inclusive of the LGBT community. And so we did not vote to call ourselves anything. We did vote to be intentional about being an inclusive ministry, and for that I will not apologize because I believe it is the mandate of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

I know that if I stand within the law I am ugly and not blameless. But thanks be to God, in the eyes of Jesus I can see a different person, justified and made beautiful through Christ. Love is above law.

Thanks be to God. Amen.
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