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Sermon Ministry:   ‘Understand the Present Time’ 
 
 

As I continue reading through the Letter to the Romans, I see Paul repeating himself.  In 
a good sort of way.  Saying the same thing in different ways.   If you got to hear the 
scripture I read last week from Chapter 12, you heard Paul talking about rules and the 
law of Love. Our Scripture this a.m. is from the 13th Chapter of Romans and The 
beginning of this reading says something very similar about Love and then moves into a 
different thought about understanding the present time and what that means.        
 
Scripture Reading         Romans 13: 8 – 14 
 Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another,  

for whoever loves others has fulfilled the law.  

The commandments, “You shall not commit adultery,” “You shall not murder,”  
“You shall not steal,” “You shall not covet,”  

and whatever other command there may be,  
are summed up in this one command: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” 

Love does no harm to a neighbor.  Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law. 
 
And do this, understanding the present time:  

The hour has already come for you to wake up from your slumber,  
because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed. 

The night is nearly over; the day is almost here.  
So let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light. 
Let us behave decently, as in the daytime,  

not in carousing and drunkenness,  
not in sexual immorality and debauchery,  

not in dissension and jealousy.  
Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ,  

and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the flesh.  
The words of God for the people of God. 
     Thanks be to God.  
 

Message      ‘Understanding the Present Time’ 
 I wonder what Paul would say about Labor Day this year, here in the United States.  He 
obviously was not a fan of carousing and drunkenness, immorality and debauchery…so 
some of the parties that are happening this week-end would NOT meet with his 
approval.   I doubt if he was a ‘shop til you drop’ kind of guy and he probably could have 
cared less about fashion statements.   

But Paul does speak out against Dissension and would have an understanding of 
this present time, were he to look around, as we all do, and see conflicts in the cities 
and streets of this country.  Protests.   Violence.  Property destruction.   People 
marching and carrying signs.  Federal, state, local authorities in uniforms with riot 
control gear.  I don’t think that Paul would be surprised by that. 

You maybe don’t know that Paul was no stranger to protests and riots.   The 
Jewish Maccabee family had been protesting for Israeli independence for a good 200 
years before Jesus was born.  For a while, through the Maccabees, the Jews were able 
to gain a measure of religious and political independence.  But it didn’t last long.  More 
protests and battles even between various Jewish factions lead to the point in 63 B.C. 
when the Roman Empire said, Enough! And took over the government.   



Which brought the appearance of stability to the area but Roman domination 
meant Roman taxes which were so burdensome that farmers lost their lands and their 
jobs.   Peasant up-risings in the time of King Herod…at the time when Jesus and Paul 
were babies and children…are documented in the countryside. i  I read that Jewish 
people at that time also boycotted Roman made pottery.   Roman soldiers struggled to 
keep the peace in the cities.  Zealots and bandits and the discontented masses 
protested, each in their own way.   He understood his time and I think he would 
understand ours.    

If Paul were to ask about the origin of the Labor Day holiday in this country, he 
wouldn’t be surprised to hear the bloody story of its inception.  I didn’t tell the children 
this but you grown ups maybe know?  Or maybe you don’t know but Labor Day is a 
concession, on the part of the United States government.  Not just to honor the workers 
of this country.  But also to appease the violence in 1894 when the Pullman Railroad 
workers went on strike.   During a nationwide recession, George Pullman, the owner of 
the Pullman Sleeping Car company,  laid off hundreds of workers, reduced the wages 
by 30% for most of those who still worked and refused to reduce rent or store prices in 
the company town in Illinois where so many of the employees lived.  The workers 
protested the injustice—knowing the George Pullman and his family were living large in 
what is now known as the Gilded Age.  

Within a month of the Pullman worker’s strike, the American Railway Union 
joined them in a sympathy boycott.  More than a quarter of a million workers, 260,000, 
refused to work on the railroad.  Which shut down transportation and commerce in 27 
states between Chicago and the West Coast.   You can imagine the disruption to 
industry, main street businesses, the stock market! 

Management and owners couldn’t endure that. For the sake of national security 
and economic continuity, (in 1894 no less)  they collectively called on the Federal 
Government to stop the strike—first with a legal injunction and then with Federal troops 
who were dispatched by President Grover Cleveland to go to Chicago and settle things 
down.  You won’t be surprised by this:   Illinois’ pro-labor Governor John Peter Altgeld 
(still in 1894)  had already called out the state militia to handle the situation and he was 
outraged that the Federal government would send in troops…calling it, wait for it, 
unconstitutional.  

Everyone knew that something had to be done.  That power was unevenly 
distributed between workers and management.  That profits were considered more 
important than a living wage and safe working conditions.  So efforts were being made 
to resolve, appease, moderate the situation.  And one of those efforts in 1893, was 
Labor Day as a national holiday.  To honor and celebrate workers.  
 Even as Pullman and railroad workers were striking, Congress passed 
legislation in June 1894 making the first Monday in September a federal legal 
holiday to recognize and celebrate labor. Cleveland signed the bill into law 

June 28, 1894, a few days before sending federal troops to Chicago . ii    
With the arrival of the Federal troops, perhaps no surprise to those who follow 

history, the  strike turned violent…with the destruction of 100s of Railroad cars.  
Property damage.   National Guardsmen fired into the crowd on July 7 and killed 30 
people, wounding many more.  The government killing the very citizens it was elected to 
protect.  Chaos.  Dissension.  Property damage and human casualties. iii 

That dissension and chaos motivated everyone on both sides to sit down and 
hammer things out.   Three weeks later the strike was over—early August and on 
Monday, Sept 3, 1894 the first National, Government sponsored Labor Day holiday was 
celebrated.   I wonder how the families of those 30 dead people felt about that?  Crazy 
times, right?    And we are living in crazy times too, aren’t we?    



We, like Paul, like the Railroad workers, live in a time when people are moved to 
action.  Inspired to protest injustice.  Willing to present themselves in community with 
signs, with songs, with words.   
And we, like Paul, and like our ancestors in this country before us….We live in a time 
when what starts off as a peaceful effort to right what’s wrong, turns ugly and violent.  
And we don’t like that…at all.  But that is our times.   And we need to understand this 
present time, as Paul says.  

The protests, strikes and riots we are hearing about in the news in 2020 are not 
news to those who know our history as a nation.  Remember how we started out as the 
13 colonies with protests and demonstrations and yes, property damage.  Who 
remembers the Boston Tea Party? …92,000 pounds, 47 tons of Tea were poured into 
Boston Harbor. Worth 1.7 million dollars in today’s currency.  That’s a whole lot of tea 
and profit that went down the river.  

And that was just the beginning.   We are a nation…I think Paul would notice 
this…we are a nation that has a history and willingness to protest, to argue and 
sometimes to engage in violence and destruction.  It’s sad, isn’t it? And scary.  But we 
need to acknowledge that, for whatever reason, social unrest and yes, even violence,  
seems to be a necessary part of the American process for change… 

Think about it:  
It wasn’t until there were a whole lot of lives lost on the battlefields of the Revolutionary 
War that we became a nation. 
The Pullman strike didn’t get settled until there was death, destruction and blood shed.    
Even when there are peaceful demonstrations like back in the 1960’s, the Civil Rights 
marches and actions, sometimes that peace is broken and destroyed by those who 
protest the protests.  And only then came the Civil Rights Act of 1965.    

Wouldn’t life be so much easier if we as Americans could figure out how to 
accept and adopt legal and structural changes that make life better for everyone—
without shedding blood?    

But that’s not how we are.  And Paul would be like shaking his head and 
say…that’s not unique to Americans.   That’s how it was in his time and place.  
There were protests and boycotts and violence in his time.  No Government Sponsored 
Labor Days came out of them but every year we do celebrate and remember Jesus 
marching into Jerusalem and the crowds waving their palms like signs and chanting and 
peacefully saying to whoever will listen—we protest you Romans and this one here is 
our Messiah.   No violence that day.  That was a peaceful demonstration, right?    But 
wait.  Later in the week.    That’s when things got ugly.  

Jesus, the Prince of Peace, walked right into the very jaws of violence in the 
courts of the Empire and its gate-keepers.  Without hardly saying a word much less 
lifting his hand in protest, Jesus took the cruelty and the body blows on himself.  Jesus, 
who escaped the Government killing of boys as a child…was killed by the government 
as a man.  But we don’t live in that violent space, do we?  No because…in the face of 
his state imposed, bloody death sentence crucifixion…something Holy and incredible 
happened that changed the world forever.  Jesus demonstrated for all the world to see a 
Love so amazing that Paul would go on to teach us, like we heard last week, to feed our 
enemies when they are hungry.  To give them something to drink when they are thirsty.   

The violence that Jesus experienced on the cross came out of the great and 
wonderful love that Jesus taught and lived and died for.  Love for God.  Love that does 
no harm to a neighbor.  Love that is the fulfillment of the law.  And Paul tells us:  Do this, 
understanding the present time in which you live.  

Understanding that sometimes peaceful actions intended for good can arouse 
violence that does so much damage.  



Understanding that condemning the violence is not going to move us to a 
peaceful solution.   

Because getting mad about the violence and fearing violence does NOT leave 
room for love.  For kindness.    
Rejecting violence as un-American is not faithful to who we are. 
Denying the truth about the dangerous impulses of our very souls, as individuals and as 
a nation,  does not create space for change and for hope of change.    
Violence itself may be exactly what is needed to move people to compassion and to 
repentance and to a sense that maybe we need to do things differently from now on.  
Riots just might lead us to finally ask the question:   How can we get to that better place 
from here? 

Paul tells us to understand, here and now, in this present time:   
Understand that: 

The hour has already come for you to wake up from your slumber,  
because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed. 

The night is nearly over; the day is almost here.  
So let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light. 
Let us behave decently. 

Let us behave decently…even in the face of our present times with all of these 
challenges.  With all of this property destruction, bloodshed and damage.  
   And please believe that when we put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the 
armor of light, then God’s love, the power of Jesus’ salvation can use even these 
strange and difficult times to show us the way forward, the path changes for justice, 
mercy, compassion.   
 And that’s the hardest work of all…and something for us to think deeply about on 
this Labor Day.  As Paul says in 1 Thess. 1, we need to remember before our God and 
Father…our work produced by faith, our labor prompted by love, and our endurance 
inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.  Let us consider that while I prepare for the 
Sacrament of Holy Communion.   Amen.               
 
 

 
i Horsley, Richard A with John S. Hanson, Bandits, Prophets, & Messiahs, Trinity Press International, Harrisburg, PA, 
1999, p. 30.  
ii https://www.history.com/news/labor-day-pullman-railway-strike-origins   Read on 9/5/2020 
iii https://www.pullman-museum.org/     Read on 9/4/2020 
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