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When one of our little girls came up to me after Mass last weekend to show me her new dress, she proudly told me that her mom made it for her.  I was not sure if she was more proud of her dress or her talented mother.  I asked her if she realized how blessed she was to have a mom who made clothes for her and with a huge smile across her face she said, “Oh yes I do!  She can make anything!”  It got me thinking about my own mother and all the clothes she made for the eight of us children.  I remember the paper patterns that she pinned to the fabric and when we were old enough we got to help cut the material around the outline of the pattern.  Like a lot of other things in our house, the patterns were saved and filled up a large dresser drawer.

There is another kind of pattern we hear about in our Scripture readings today when Paul is talking about the ‘patterns’ of our behaviors and choices.  A pattern is something one uses to copy and replicate.  St. Paul is writing to the Romans about the “pattern of Adam’s sin” that humans have followed throughout history.  When humanity first began its selfish behaviors, represented in the story of Adam and Eve, a ‘pattern’ of selfishness, called Original Sin, became embedded into our way of thinking.  

As he writes this letter to the Early Christians living in Rome, he is explaining the differences but also the connection between Judaism and Christianity in their common goal of salvation.  He says that before Jesus came, all of humanity was a slave to sin, unable to break the pattern of selfishness.  Paul wants us to know that Jesus brought a new gift of GRACE to the world that gives people the power to choose a new pattern of how to live our lives.  Adam and Eve were the ‘old pattern’ of being human; Jesus is the ‘new pattern’ of how to be human.

For Paul, there are two main ‘powers’ in the world: sin and grace. Sin came to us through Adam, while grace comes to us through Jesus Christ.  Paul makes it real clear that the two powers are not to be regarded as equal. Grace’s power-for-life is immeasurably greater and more extensive than the power-for-death! Paul is teaching us that the much greater power of God’s Grace must be the strength we cling to when the power of sin and death tempts us to give up.

It is amazing how easily we can justify our sinful patterns of behavior by claiming that we ‘just human.’  When we get stuck in a pattern of sinful behaviors it is hard to really believe that God’s grace actually has more power than the sinful pattern we have created.  Myself included, I see people struggling with this when they talk about going to confession and needing to confess the same kind of sin over and over.  Because some of our sins are like a patterned behavior, it can feel like we are stuck in them forever!  BUT…that is not true!  Deep within each of us is this incredible GIFT of grace that gives us the POWER to turn away from the ‘pattern of sin.’

To become more AWARE of this powerful gift of grace, one must pray inwardly to the presence of the Holy Spirit who is so much greater than the pattern of our sinful habits.  This is the big difference between Catholic thought and the position of Luther and Protestantism.  Luther taught that sin possesses us completely and makes us worthless… while grace is like a blanket that covers our sinfulness.  

Our Catholic belief is that our inner core is good and we have God’s grace within us that sometimes gets covered up by sin.  Through confession and a changing of behavior, grace breaks through the power of sin and our inner goodness is revealed!

Paul goes on to say that grace is also a FREE GIFT from God!  The claim that God's grace and power-for-life is a free gift offended some of the First Century Hebrew-Christians who believed that "good" people could "earn" God's favour and "evil" people "earned" God's anger!  To think that God’s grace is free to everyone would mean that everyone could be saved!  That can be difficult for our small human minds to grasp as some religions want to segregate who can be saved or not.

Basically, Paul sets before us two different ‘life patterns’ from which we can choose: the pattern of sin or the pattern of grace.  If we think that our pattern of sinful actions is ‘the norm’ and too great for us to change, Paul says ‘think again!’ and embrace the ‘new pattern’ of Jesus’ life of grace!  We need this Holy Word and Sacrament to help us learn what that pattern of Jesus’ life is all about!  Through the Eucharist, our life is ‘re-cut’ and ‘re-shaped’ to be more like Jesus Christ.


     
