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Before I begin I must tell you a bit about your preacher for the morning. As you can see I am wearing neither a robe nor a stole. That is because I am neither an ordained priest nor an ordained minister. In fact, some would say I am the antithesis of a minister; I am an old retied lawyer. But I am a lawyer who, after retirement, decided to attend divinity school. When asked why, I often say “Well I did enough harm as a lawyer I thought I would try to do some good.” 

But I am not a complete stranger to the pulpit. Since graduating from divinity school, my home church, Wellesley Hills Congregational, has been gracious enough to allow me to preach quite often, and for the last two summers I have been preaching in Maine; first at St. Andrews Episcopal  in Damariscotta and then at a community church on Loud’s Island. This summer I preached three times on Loud’s Island and I am proud to say the congregation increased each week. And by the end of the series the humans out- numbered the dogs in attendance, but still only the dogs were wagging their tails during my sermon. I am honored to speak with you this morning.

I would like to read once more a portion of the verses so eloquently read from Paul’s letter to the Romans. And, as I do so, I ask that you keep a few things in mind. Paul’s letter to the Church in Rome is the last letter we have that we can say for sure was written by Paul. It is the work of a mature mind. Paul has spent decades preaching and teaching his understanding of the gospel. Some scholars have argued that it was written in anticipation of his further persecution and death, and that Paul writes to the Church in Rome in the genre of a last will and testament. 

 In the chapters that precede our lectionary reading (chapters 1-11) Paul has set forth his theology centered on the grace of God and he has gone to great length to explain the relationship between Jewish law and God’s grace as manifested in Jesus and available to both gentile and Jew.

 Paul has been highly criticized by the Jewish authorities and even by Jewish Christians for his stand that God’s salvation is a gift and depends not on keeping the Jewish laws. We can imagine that such a teaching would be interpreted as an attempt to take Jews away from the law. And it is this teaching which probably accounts for the harsh treatment handed out to Paul.  In Second Corinthians Paul says that five times he received thirty- nine lashes at the hands of the Jewish authorities. And in Galatians Paul recounts a sharp exchange with Peter over the need for gentile converts to observe Jewish law. 

Finally, keep in mind that some have misinterpreted Paul’s preaching of salvation by grace outside the law to mean that all things are lawful. In chapter three he refers to those who slander him by saying he advocates doing evil so that good may come. Today we might say Paul was accused of being soft on crime.

We tend to think that Paul has always been revered by the church, but his letters reveal that he was constantly misunderstood, criticized and persecuted for his theology by those he cared most about, especially his Jewish brethren. Perhaps Paul writes his letter to the Romans in part to refute these criticisms.

In the lectionary reading for today, he incorporates all of chapters 1-11with the word “therefore”. By this word he links the theology of chapters 1-11 to the ethics he will set forth in chapters 12-15. Paul is saying “This is the theology; therefore, these are the ethics that are demanded by that theology.”

Let’s read from the 12th chapter of Paul’s letter to the church in Rome. Read from Romans 12

What Paul is saying is that despite what you may have heard about my doctrine of God’s grace, it does not advocate for ignoring the law and living a life of debauchery. Nor does it promise an easy life with few demands.  In the strongest terminology he can muster, Paul says his teaching advocates for presenting our bodies as living sacrifices. Christians are to live lives that are acceptable, pleasing, to God; just as the Jewish temple sacrifices were to be acceptable and to God. 

 We are to live exemplary lives but our living sacrifice is not designed to appease a wrathful God. Rather, our sacrifice is to show appreciation to a merciful God for the manifestation of his grace freely given through the faith of Jesus. There can be no doubt that in Paul’s mind the Christian commitment is a very serious commitment indeed. Paul is no advocate of a socially acceptable form of Christianity. In the words of the Isaac Watts hymn “Love so amazing so divine demands my life my soul my all.”

When I first read the lectionary reading I was convinced that the message for you and me was to take seriously our commitment to Christianity; that Paul’s violent metaphor of a living sacrifice was just what we, who can become so comfortable with our Christianity in our beautiful, convenient town of Wellesley, need to hear. And certainly that is a message I know I need to hear every day. But two weeks ago my wife and I went to see a movie that challenged me to rethink Paul’s message. 

The movie was Brideshead Revisited and I recommend it to you, although I caution it will take you on a moral rollercoaster. It is the story of a mother’s commitment to her religion run amuck. It depicts, in graphic terms, the debilitating affect of one person’s domination over others even though accomplished sincerely in the name of religion.

The mother, played by Emma Thompson, is so absorbed by what she perceives to be the imperatives of her religion that she looks upon other people, even her children, as objects to fulfill those imperatives. In the process she drives her son into a life of alcoholism and debauchery and condemns her daughter to a marriage with an amoral man she detests. The man’s only credential is his religious affiliation.

 Paul Tillich, one of the great theologians of the 20th century, says “It is the persistent human weakness which causes us to make a potential person into an object.” He says the parent who treats a child as an object destroys both the child and the parent’s own humanity. And that is precisely what the movie reveals.

I must make clear that this is not what Paul has in mind when he advocates presenting our bodies as living sacrifices. In no way is Paul advocating for a life dominating others with guilt and condemnation.

So how are we to read Paul’s admonition to present our bodies as living sacrifices? The next sentence provides a clue. Christians are not to be conformed to this world. In other words, we are not to let the culture of this age dictate our ethics. Indeed, we are to be transformed by the renewing of our minds. In his letter to the Philippians he states it more eloquently “Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus.” Paul is saying once you let go and let the mind of Christ, the very spirit of God dwell within you, you will be able to discern what is acceptable and pleasing to God. And that is your sacrifice.

 Paul’s gospel of God’s grace does not advocate for an easy life of self- indulgence. He put that notion to bed with his shocking metaphor of a living sacrifice.  Nor does it allow Christians to view others as objects to be manipulated for the Christian’s own agenda; no matter how lofty the agenda. Just the opposite; his gospel asks (reread from Romans 12) “that we love one another with mutual affection, outdo one another in showing honor, rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep, bless those who persecute us, never repay anyone evil for evil and never be overcome with evil but overcome evil with good.”

Amen

