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“You Belong. You Just Do.”
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Part of the series, Live Graced

The desire to belong is so deep that we can end up striving for it for much of our life. At the start of this series
called “Live Graced,” we listen for how the family God makes in Jesus gives us the belonging that lasts forever.
___
A couple of summers ago we visited Cape Cod. We met a woman living there who called herself as a “washed
ashore” from Cleveland. We said, “A ‘washed ashore?’ What’s that?” “It’s what they call someone that was born off of the
Cape.” She’d been living there 30 years and she was still a “washed ashore.” Which is some of the trouble with belonging.
It can be so conditional, something we have to earn or protect, and in some circles maybe something we’ll never be able to
have.
Paul’s writing to the Romans uses a lot of theological language like “law” and “righteousness,” “justifies” and
“wrath.” But we shouldn’t let it make our eyes glaze over. Even as Paul engages minds, he’s also aiming at one of the great
desires of our hearts. It’s the desire to belong, without fearing that, somehow, we won’t.
There are places where, if you weren’t born there, you’ll never really be accepted. There are clubs that,
technically, anyone would belong to, but only if they can pay the membership dues, which means that a lot just can’t
belong. Maybe you know someone for whom the recent election has tested some family ties––can we still belong to each
other if we voted differently, even passionately so? There’s ideological belonging, in which we gather with those that think
the same as us. There’s belonging, organized around sharing DNA.
There’s a laboratory for belonging called middle school. Everyone wants to be accepted but no one is sure they
really are. So students end up in groups with unofficial belonging criteria: you have to wear the right clothes, or play the
right sports, or like or dislike the right things. The belonging criteria can change, which puts you on your guard and makes
you wonder if you can really just show up as you. In some ways we grow out of middle school acceptance anxieties, in
other ways we never do. Full-grown adults live with middle-school hearts that want unconditional acceptance.
The heart of all belonging is that there’s something that makes you “in the right.” Something that gives you an
“in” with the others that belong. We so deeply long for this “in” that we feel broken when we don’t have it and we can
betray our consciences to get it. Our stories about acceptance can be full of both wounds and also marks of healing from
the salve of grace.
In Romans chapter 4, Paul talks about the healing God is bringing to the human family in Jesus. He’s talking
about what it means to belong in the family of God. His question is. What is it that makes you “in the right,” that gives
you the “in” with God? Since Paul was Jewish, a lot of his writing about Jesus digs to the roots of Jewish faith. In Judaism,
you can’t dig any deeper than the family of Abraham.
Paul asks, “What do we say that Abraham discovered about being ‘in the right’ with God?” Was in God’s good
graces because he had something to his credit like the student whose academic performance has earned her belonging on
merit roll? To Paul, this is a very important question. The message that he’s given his life to sharing hinges on the claim
that, with Jesus, something radical has happened between God and us. The radical change Jesus has made has to do with
who is in the right with God and how they have that “in.”
There was a time when Paul would have said that God’s covenant people, the Jews, were the ones in the right
with God. They were God’s specially chosen people. They’d been given the law to guide their belief and the way they
lived. In their connection to Abraham, from whom they were descended, they were part of God’s family.
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I would be tempting to think, then, that belonging in Abraham’s family was about right belief, right living, and to
a degree, ethic descent. But that’s where Paul says, let’s remember the story how Abraham came to God in the first place.
When Abraham came to God, he didn’t have had some “in” from living the right way or believing the right things. At that
point there was no law for him to be judged by. “What does Scripture say?” asks Paul. “Abraham believed God.” His
“in” was that he trusted God the welcome that God had extended to him.
Then Paul points out how the relationship God makes with Abraham isn’t like employment in which you get paid
for your work, which is to say, you belong because you deserve to. Or like how, in a your job, your belonging depends or
your doing the job right. Abraham’s belonging was grounded purely in God’s welcome, not on anything that had to do
with Abraham. Which is to say, it was founded on grace.
In these weeks of Lent we’re exploring what it means to “live graced.” Grace is one of the church’s most common
words even as it can feel like an uncommon experience. It can feel uncommon because grace is about giving and receiving
for absolutely nothing, and the world doesn’t seem to work that way. In our world, giving and receiving is largely
contingent upon worth, merit, performance, and laden with all kinds of conditions. But God doesn’t relate to the world
that way.
In verse 13 of our text, Paul says that when God chose Abraham, God had in mind a belonging that includes the
whole world. God always meant to create human community in which belonging came from grace. Although living and
believing in certain ways was part of God’s vision for Abraham’s family, it wasn’t the foundation. The foundation was the
pure grace of God’s wanting of them, and their acceptance of that welcome. So the living and believing is essentially about
learning to respond to grace.
Grace is hard for us because you can’t control it. You can’t become an expert in grace it or buy it. You can’t pull
the right strings for grace. You can’t perform to a standard at which you’re worthy of grace. By definition, grace is only
given, and given for nothing, apart from any question of merit. Which might unsettle us, maybe should unsettle us,
because all the measurements we for figuring out where we stand, or where others stand, no longer apply. We are just in,
and so are they. We just belong. We just do, and so do they––not on criteria we set, but on God’s criteria that’s founded in
Jesus’ scandalous welcome.
Again and again in his letters Paul about how wide a door Jesus opens into the family of God. The way he says it
our passage to day is that “[Abraham] is the father of us all. As it is written: ‘I have made you a father of many nations.’”
In the family God starts in Abraham and brings to completion in Christ, the rules we’d apply for make insiders and
outsiders are no longer valid. That’s because the family is formed by the promise that Jesus is the Lord whom God raised
from the dead.
South African Archbishop Desmond Tutu has long been a leader in helping South Africa rise out of the system of
exclusion and oppression called apartheid. He reminds us that we can be better at categorizing and closing ourselves off to
others than claiming the gospel that truly joins us together: the God in whose image we all are made extends equal,
gracious welcome to us all. These words of Archbishop Tutu express what Paul had in view in Romans 4:
[Jesus] hangs from His cross with out flung arms, thrown out to clasp everyone…in a cosmic embrace, so that
everyone, everything, belongs. None is an outsider, all are insiders, all belong. …All belong in one family,
God’s family, the human family.
By the tremendous gift of Jesus, there is nothing you can do to undo God’s welcome of you. That is the meaning
of grace. You just belong. You just do. And the more we accept this grace for ourselves, the more we freely we will extend
God’s wide welcome in Jesus to someone else. Amen.
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