
7700 North Meridian Street •  Indianapolis, Indiana 46260 • SecondChurch.org • 317-253-6461

“Reading Romans: Convinced”
Romans 8:26-39 August 12, 2018

Taylor Mali is a poet who spent nine years teaching English to high 
school students in Connecticut and New York. Like most poets, Mali 
has a strong opinion about the state of discourse in contemporary 
culture. Like all good poets, he shares that opinion with passion, 
humor, and eloquence. And, like a gifted high school English teacher, 
he speaks to teenagers and allows us all to overhear the message. I love 
his poem titled, “Totally like whatever, you know?” I’ll try to do the 
oral quality of the poem justice:

In case you hadn’t noticed, 
it has somehow become uncool 
to sound like you know what you’re talking about? 
Or believe strongly in what you’re saying? 
Invisible question marks and parenthetical (you know?)’s 
have been attaching themselves to the ends of our sentences? 
Even when those sentences aren’t, like, questions? You know?

Declarative sentences—so–called 
because they used to, like, DECLARE things to be true, okay, 
as opposed to other things that are, like, totally, you know, not— 
have been infected by a totally hip 
and tragically cool interrogative tone? You know? 
Like, don’t think I’m uncool just because I’ve noticed this; 
this is just like the word on the street, you know? 
It’s like what I’ve heard? 
I have nothing personally invested in my own opinions, okay? 
I’m just inviting you to join me in my uncertainty?

What has happened to our conviction? 
Where are the limbs out on which we once walked? 
Have they been, like, chopped down 
with the rest of the rainforest? 
Or do we have, like, nothing to say? 
Has society become so, like, totally . . . 
I mean absolutely . . . You know? 
That we’ve just gotten to the point where it’s just, like . . . 
whatever!

And so actually our disarticulation . . . ness 
is just a clever sort of . . . thing 
to disguise the fact that we’ve become 
the most aggressively inarticulate generation 
to come along since . . . 
you know, a long, long time ago!

I entreat you, I implore you, I exhort you, 
I challenge you: To speak with conviction.

To say what you believe in a manner that bespeaks 
the determination with which you believe it. 

Because contrary to the wisdom of the bumper sticker, 
it is not enough these days to simply QUESTION AUTHORITY. 
You have to speak with it, too.i 

The Apostle Paul could have taught a master class on speaking 
with conviction. His sturdy words have provided sustenance and 
courage to Christian believers for centuries. In many ways, his letter 
to the Romans, written at the end of his career and likely of his life, 
is a collection of his most strongly held convictions. And the eighth 
chapter represents the core of this collection, the center of gravity 
for Christian theology. This chapter contains none of the tragically 
cool interrogative tones of much contemporary discourse. The words 
practically jump off the page. Paul is not considering the possibility of 
the potential truth of what he writes to the Romans in this powerful 
chapter. Paul is convinced.

All of us who faithfully read scripture inevitably privilege certain 
texts over others. None of us is capable of holding the vast complexity 
and diversity of the Biblical text on equal ground in our minds. 
And, what’s more, I don’t think we were ever intended to do so. The 
scriptures of the Old and New Testaments provide a very deep well 
from which to draw nourishment for the journey of faith. Sometimes, 
we need to hear Jesus’ words of comfort from the Gospel of John: 
“Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you.” Other times, we need 
to be confronted with the words of the prophet Amos, “Let justice 
roll like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.” And 
sometimes we need the Psalmist’s words of lament, “How long, O 
Lord? Will you forget me forever?” Scripture provides a rich variety of 
human words and God’s word to us. Part of the joy of being a part of 
the community of faith is struggling with which words disclose God’s 
word to you in this time.

For this preacher, Romans eight never fails to challenge and 
inspire. It is at the center of my Christian conviction. As my mentor 
David Bartlett has written, “When Christian faith needs new energy, 
time and again Romans has been the source…Romans is written for 
ordinary people worrying about ordinary things like how to get along 
in church, what happens when we die, whether or not to pay taxes, and 
what to do with those annoying people who always seem to disagree 
with us.”ii 

In a time when the Christian faith is often distorted and the church 
is struggling with a sense of identity in the midst of division, we need 
to hear again what mattered most to Paul. His words can provide the 
unity and the encouragement that we need now.

First, Paul lays out his unshakable faith in the presence of the 
Holy Spirit. The Spirit is God’s way of being present in our lives and 
available to us, the bridge that connects us to God, often misidentified 
as coincidence or serendipity. Paul says that the Spirit helps us most 
when we are weakest, interceding for us when words will not come. 
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Haven’t you experienced these signs of the Spirit? I have heard them 
in hospital rooms at the bedside of a dying person. Sights too deep for 
words. I have heard them from a group of exhausted teenagers on the 
final morning of a powerful youth conference. The Spirit interceding 
on our behalf when words will not come. The Spirit bringing peace 
and comfort in the midst of overwhelming emotion. I think the Holy 
Spirit sometimes appears as that lump in our throats that leaves us 
momentarily mute. Too deep for words. 

Two years ago, on an impossibly beautiful spring afternoon in 
Atlanta, I parked my car in the cemetery, put on my robe, and joined 
a grieving family in a ritual of simple prayers and sturdy words of 
sacred scripture. As I spoke the words committing our sister to 
this resting place, a strong breeze stirred up. It blew the pages of 
my notebook and the sleeves of my robe. I paused to find my place 
and, as I did, my eyes connected with the eyes of the nine-year-old, 
holding her mother’s hand, courageously standing next to the grave 
of her grandmother—her hair blowing in that breeze. And, I can’t 
explain it, but I knew in that moment that resurrection is not some 
metaphysical reality and God, not some abstract truth. I knew that 
death had already had its moment, that what comes next is life, 
abundant, true, real life. I knew in the catch of my throat and the 
beating of my heart, and the smile we exchanged, that everything 
we fear will finally be overcome and that all will be well. Paul was 
convinced that the Holy Spirit is our comforter and our companion. 
We need to hear that conviction. 

For Paul, however, God is not only accessible and near to us. God is 
also sovereign and beyond us. Paul uses words like “purpose, foreknew, 
predestined, and called” to describe this conviction that God is in 
control. This is another word we need to hear in the contemporary 
Christian culture. Too often, I hear God described as if the divine 
were the puppet and we were pulling the strings. God is called upon 
to justify our opinions and perspectives. In 1952, J.B. Phillips wrote 
a book entitled “Your God is Too Small.” Each brief chapter takes up 
an inadequate modern description of God, explaining how it misses 
the fullness of who God is. One chapter is on the image of “God-in-
a-box,” and nearly sixty years later this remains a pervasive perception 
for many Christians; that God is predictable, within our control. That 
we have the option of carrying Jesus around in a box, or on a leash, and 
demanding certain responses from God. This is not Paul’s picture of 
a sovereign and majestic God who transcends both our expectations 
and our demands. If we can put our God in a box, then our God is too 
small. Or as Presbyterian author Anne Lamott has written, “You can 
safely assume that you have created God in your image when it turns 
out God hates all the same people you do.”iii  Paul describes a God 
who is Lord of all, and before whom we are called to be humble and 
worshipful. We need to hear that conviction.

Finally, Paul lays out his deepest conviction, so important that he 
repeats it twice in this chapter. The conviction is this: we belong to 
God. Nothing can separate us from God’s love in Jesus Christ. Paul’s 
repetition discloses his conviction and his appreciation for how 
hard this truth can be to accept. Several weeks ago, I found myself 
in an unusual position, eating lunch alone on a Thursday afternoon. 
Just me, a brand-new book, and a full hour of unscheduled time. 
Naturally, the waitress was in the mood for conversation. She asked 
what I did, and I reluctantly told her. “Oh, then I have a question 
for you”, she replied. Panic swept across my face as I tried my best to 

remember the five tenets of Calvinist theology and which Protestant 
beliefs were deemed heretical at the 16th Century Council of Trent. 
“Well, there is this pastor on TV who bottles holy water and sends it 
out to people who need to get right with God. It’s $29.95. I’ve made 
some mistakes in my life but really feel that I have gotten my life 
together in the last few years. I go to a church, I take my children to 
Sunday school, I read the Bible and pray. But the preacher on television 
says that God requires more. I don’t know if I am right with God and 
so I’m thinking about ordering some of the water, what do think?” 
What do I think? I think, and I have staked my life on the belief, 
that Paul was right. That there is nothing imaginable, including our 
own brokenness, that can separate us from God’s love. I think, I am 
absolutely convinced, that God’s connection to us, God’s love for us, is 
stronger than anything. Anything.

In a time when speaking with authority seems passé, so many of us 
are yearning for words of promise, assurance, conviction. Paul provides 
the ones we need the most. Please hear this. Please pass it on. If you feel 
separated from God by words spoken, mistakes made, abuse endured, 
judgment pronounced, opportunities unseized, anger harbored, 
forgiveness withheld, doubts that linger…if you feel separated from 
God by distance of time or space…know this—whatever aims to 
separate you is precisely what God intends to overcome. God grants 
nothing the power to keep us from God. 

Be convinced. God is present in sighs too deep for words. God 
is present in sovereign and powerful love. You belong to God. No 
question marks. No caveats. No exceptions. 

No matter what. Amen.

__________________________
iYou can find the poem on Mali’s website: http://taylormali.com/poems-online/

totally-like-whatever-you-know/
iiDavid Bartlett, “Preaching for Ordinary Time,” Journal for Preachers (2008).
iiiAnne Lamott, Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life. Anchor Books, 

1994. p. 22.


