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Listen with me for God’s word to us from the book of Romans, chapter 7 (NRSV). The apostle Paul
writes:

"I do not understand my own actions. For | do not do what I want, but I do the very thing |
hate. "°Now if I do what | do not want, | agree that the law is good. ""But in fact it is no
longer | that do it, but sin that dwells within me. "*For | know that nothing good dwells
within me, that is, in my flesh. | can will what is right, but | cannot do it."”For I do not do
the good | want, but the evil I do not want is what | do.*’Now if | do what | do not want, it
is no longer | that do it, but sin that dwells within me.

*'So I find it to be a law that when | want to do what is good, evil lies close at hand. **For |
delight in the law of God in my inmost self, *’but | see in my members another law at war
with the law of my mind, making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my

members. **Wretched man that | am! Who will rescue me from this body of

death? *Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!

So then, with my mind | am a slave to the law of God, but with my flesh | am a slave to the
law of sin.

For the word of God in scripture, for the word of God among us, for the word of God within us,
thanks be to God.

[One party]' saw themselves as saving America from anarchy, while [their opponents]*
believed they were rescuing America from counterrevolution. Each side possessed a lurid,
distorted view of the other, buttressed by an idealized sense of itself. No etiquette...defined
civilized behavior between the parties. It also was not self-evident that the two parties
would smoothly alternate in power, raising the unsettling prospect that one party might be
established to the permanent exclusion of the other. ...[N]o sense...existed of a loyal
opposition to the government in power. As the party spirit grew more acrimonious,
[leaders in power]’ regarded much of the criticism fired at their administration as disloyal,
even treasonous, in nature.”

Like for so many people, Lin-Manuel Miranda’s captivating musical familiarized me with the story
of United States founder Alexander Hamilton. Recently | read the book that inspired the musical:
Ron Chernow’s biography of Hamilton. Those bitter fights between political parties? That's
Chernow setting the scene of the rough and tumble 1790s. Political rancor builds and eases
throughout our history, and we Americans repeatedly have demonized those who don’t agree with
us — while proudly upholding noble principles like “form[ing] a more perfect Union,
establish[ing| Justice, and insure[ing] domestic Tranquility.”’

! The Federalists

* The Republicans

? President George Washington, Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton

* Chernow, Ron. Alexander Hamilton. New York: Penguin Press, 2004. p. 392.

> Preamble to the United States Constitution: https:/constitutioncenter.org/the-constitution/full-text




“For | do not do the good | want, but the evil | do not want is what | do.” Did Paul know he was
writing about the American experiment? Nah. But Paul is right. We human beings, we Americans,
so often do not live up to the righteous intentions of our hearts.

“All men are created equal”® — except for Native Americans, and persons enslaved, and people of
color, and women, and the incarcerated, and immigrants, and gender minorities, and the
differently-abled.

"For | delight in the law of God in my inmost self, but | see in my members another law at war
with the law of my mind, making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members.”

Alexander Hamilton might have resonated with those words. His vision for this nation, and vigor
in establishing it, place him in rare company. As George Washington’s Secretary of the Treasury,
Hamilton helped to build our government’s good credit at home and abroad. Hamilton was a
major designer of our federal and private banking systems, customs and tariff procedures, the
Coast Guard, the post office, and public funding of the federal government through taxation. He
helped found the military academies. He established entrepreneurial communities for domestic
goods, for industrial innovation, for building ships and meeting other national needs.

Born on a Caribbean island to unmarried parents, abandoned by his father and then orphaned by
his mother’s death, Hamilton migrated to New York as a teenager with the help of benefactors.
From there his ambition brought him educational and legal achievement. He came of age just as
the Revolution was brewing. During the war he served as a trusted aide to George Washington,
and Hamilton eventually got to prove himself as a leader in battle. Later he won major cases in
court, regularly employing the law to seek justice for the oppressed.

Hamilton was dedicated to abolishing enslavement. He believed that fostering our federal unity
and strength and justice would make the young United States resilient and long-lasting. Hamilton
was among the most high-minded, philosophically astute, and well-read of the nations’ founders.
He wrote thousands of erudite pages that shaped the early nation.

And Alexander Hamilton could stand no slight to his own honor. Perhaps because of his
“scandalous” birth and his status as an immigrant from the British West Indies, Hamilton harbored
a strong defensive streak. While he hated being slandered or criticized, Hamilton responded by
writing dozens of pseudonymous articles tearing apart his political opponents. His attacks on
others sometimes crescendoed into the personal barbs that so stung Hamilton when people did it
to him. “I do not do what | want, but | do the very thing | hate.”

So Alexander Hamilton, gifted and visionary leader, also contributed to that toxic atmosphere in
the early US, where political opponents became targets for intensely personal, sometimes
dehumanizing assaults. One of those public feuds eventually took Hamilton’s life, because he and
Aaron Burr could not lower their mutual animus enough to avoid a duel.

“With my mind | am a slave to the law of God, but with my flesh | am a slave to the law of sin.”
Alexander Hamilton never would have claimed to be a model of faith. But his experience of his
better angels wrestling with his sinful nature — that’s the human condition Paul identifies here in
Romans 7.

® Declaration of Independence: https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/declaration-transcript




Paul, like Hamilton, often sounds self-confident. He makes bold theological arguments and rarely
backs down. So when he speaks here in the conflicted voice of someone in the thrall of sin’s
power, that stands out. Is Paul sharing his own experience, finding himself unable to do the good
he wants to? Is he imagining what it’s like not to feel liberated in Jesus Christ?

We don’t know. We do know that Paul is not telling the Romans: hey, y’all just need to try harder
to be free of sin. Instead Paul calls sin straight-up enslavement.

Sin, as described in Romans, is not just an occasional mistake made by a righteous person. Rather
sin is an insidious force that warps everything it touches. It’s like addiction, so often beyond our
control. It's a possessing spirit that can take over a person or a society. Sin has power to bend even
the righteous law of God into an oppressive weight that shames people and destroys spirits. If you
study church history, you will find countless grievous examples.

Theologian Sarah Heaner Lancaster reminds us that sin possesses us not only individually. She

says,
Our participation in systemic injustice may mean that seemingly trivial choices may not be
trivial at all. What | have for breakfast or what | wear may have been produced through the
exploitation of others, so even those choices can put us at odds with the will of God and
thereby make us complicit in sin even without a conscious, willful decision for sin....
Recognizing this problem helps us see how deeply conflicted we really are and how
thoroughly dependent on grace we must be.”

Romans chapter 7 closes with the last words of our text today: “...with my flesh | am a slave to the
law of sin.” And here’s the very next thing Paul writes:
There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. *For the law of
the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of death.

Paul proclaims that the resurrecting God gives new life to our spirits and bodies alike. Your body is
not evil, though of course it’s susceptible to sin. Your spirit is not doomed, though of course we
don’t always stick to our best intentions.

We are not condemned! We are not left enslaved to sin! In chapter 8 Paul writes rapturously about
that Spirit of life in Christ Jesus. That’s another whole sermon — really a lifetime of sermons. So as
our kicker of hope today I'll read just two verses from that next chapter (8:10-11):
...[1If Christ is in you, though the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of
righteousness. 'If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who
raised Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that
dwells in you.

Maybe you've often felt enslaved by sinful impulses. Maybe you're feeling how stuck in collective
sin we seem to be in our national life. And maybe you've also experienced that joyful grace that
Paul proclaims.

For all of us, it's great news that the lifegiving spirit of Jesus Christ can take up residence in us,
breaking sin’s possessive power and freeing individuals, groups, and even societies to cultivate
grace.

7 Lancaster, Sarah Heaner. Romans. Belief: A Theological Commentary on the Bible series. Louisville KY: Westminster
John Knox, 2015. pp. 129-130.



Aimee and | spent the past week at General Assembly, our denomination’s highest council which
meets every two years. | went to observe and learn and worship, and to reconnect with colleagues
and friends from around the church.

Aimee was at GA for work. Yesterday she posted on social media: “I love that last week my
religious body — the Presbyterian Church (USA) — met publicly in Milwaukee, WI, translated our
proceedings into Spanish and Korean, lamented ways in which we have fallen short, critiqued
policies of our government, named ways our country has not lived up to its ideals, called for
change, celebrated global partnerships, assembled and spoke against gun violence, and did all of
these things free from government interference.”

Religious freedom is one of those noble ideals that Alexander Hamilton and others wove into our
nation’s fabric, and it's a grace worth preserving.

Also this past week, within blocks of the Milwaukee convention center, we delighted in
Guatemalan coffee, falafel and hummus on pita, empanadas, Thai drunken noodles, sourdough
pizza, an amazing Ethiopian dinner, Wisconsin ice cream, and German beer. All those foods
arrived in the US heartland along with their people. From Alexander Hamilton to our host at the
Ethiopian restaurant, we are and always have been a nation of immigrants and refugees, thanks be
to God.

Near the end of General Assembly the commissioners resoundingly confirmed San Juan, Puerto
Rico as the location for the next GA in 2028, the first time our assembly will meet on Latin
American soil. Joyful music broke out after that vote. The three PC(USA) presbyteries on Puerto
Rico cannot wait to host their siblings from around the nation, as well as help the church
understand lingering injustices from the Spanish and American colonial histories. Food there is
also guaranteed to please.

The last official action at GA was to elect co-moderators for the next two years of our
denomination’s ministry. Often this takes multiple rounds until one pair of candidates gets a
majority vote. This time, on the very first ballot, the GA elected as co-moderators Kris
Schondelmeyer, who pastors a church in Davenport, IA, and Marta Pumroy-Cordero, a pastor who
coordinates border ministry in Tres Rios Presbytery, west Texas. And the Rev. Marta’s mother was
born in...Puerto Rico.

Those inspiring events and our closing worship services brought a beautiful, challenging, hopeful
end to the hard work of our church’s assembly. Jesus Christ’s liberating spirit enlivened that whole
room.

Who will rescue me from this body of death?

Who will rescue the church from failing to love like Christ?

Who will rescue our society from abandoning our ideals and demonizing each other?

Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!

For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of death.

In the name of the Lawgiver, the Liberator, and the Spirit of Life.



