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Good morning. The sermon this morning is a commentary on the Epistle to the Romans. I would like to read
verses 4-8 again as we begin our reflections together.

4 For as in one body we have many members, and the members do not all have the same function, 5 so we,
though many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of another. 6 Having gifts that differ
according to the grace given to us, let us use them: if prophecy, in proportion to our faith; 7 if service, in our
serving; the one who teaches, in his teaching;
8 the one who exhorts, in his exhortation; the one who contributes, in generosity; the one who leads, with
zeal; the one who does acts of mercy, with cheerfulness.

During the first 200 years of the Common Era the Gospel was transmitted and proclaimed in many directions
of the compass. It was taken to Ethiopia and Egypt. It was taken on what we call the Silk Route to Armenia,
Persia, Central Asia and East Asia. It was taken to South Asia. It was taken to Asia Minor and Europe. It was
taken to Rome, a multicultural, international population that came there from throughout the Empire. Half of
the people living there were slaves and many of the Christians were also slaves.

Paul wrote this letter (between CE 54-58) to the Christian community in Rome in anticipation of visiting its
members in the future. It was his plan to take the offerings from the Christian communities in Asia Minor
(modern day Turkey) to be given to the poor in the Christian community in Jerusalem. He then planned to
travel to Spain and Rome where a Christian community already existed (Oxford Annotated Bible). He writes
to the Christians in Rome to explain his intentions. As we learn in the Book of Acts however, Paul was
imprisoned in Caesarea during his travels and ordered by the Governor Felix to go to Rome directly to be tried
because he was a Roman citizen. According to Acts Paul lived in Rome for some two years and was left in
peace to preach and write.

The 12th Chapter of Paul's letter to the Romans includes a set of instructions for believers. Paul proclaims that
they are one in Christ. To be in Christ is to receive the gifts of forgiveness, salvation, liberation, redemption
and a life transformed by the renewal of their minds so that they can understand God's will for their lives and
their life together in the reign of God. In response to these gifts of new life in Christ, Paul instructs the Roman
Christians to share their gifts with one another in the body of Christ. The different gifts that we have been
given are to be used to build up the body of Christ in love.

These instructions are written at a time in Paul's life when he had reached maturity. He had been through
many trials. He has been imprisoned.
There were people who wanted to kill him. He writes from the perspective of many years of experience with
Christian communities in Asia Minor and many years of conflict with religious and secular authorities. There
is religious conflict. There is conflict between various Jewish communities and their Roman rulers. There is
conflict between Jewish and Gentile communities. And there is conflict between and within Christian
communities.

Paul writes a number of letters to these communities that teach the people how to resolve specific conflicts
that have arisen over leadership, marriage, circumcision, idolatry, the Law, communion and spiritual gifts,
Their issues and conflicts are transformed into a central instruction:
"For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many are one, so
it is with Christ. For by one Spirit we are all baptized into one body-Jews or Greeks, slaves or free-and all
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were made to drink of one Spirit." (1 Cor. 12:12).

Paul also addressed the religious symbols and titles of Roman power. Caesar is not recognized as the son of
God by Paul. Christ is the son of God and our Lord. For those who lived in the reign of God, Paul's words,
that were first perceived as instructions, came to be known through experience as the transforming power of
God through Jesus the Christ. The reign of God was at hand in Galilee, in Jerusalem and now in Asia Minor
and Syria. It was also proclaimed in Rome, the center of an Empire.

Some years ago when I was working at the Ecumenical Center I saw one day a new poster on the wall over
the printer, a place where one could often find deep thoughts and many jokes. The poster said, "Do not be
afraid. This is not your real life. If this were your real life, you would have been given better instructions."

Well, we are living our real lives. We do have better instructions including those from Paul's Letter to the
Romans. So why are there still conflicts in and between the churches and why do we get so upset sometimes
with each other? Let us take a few minutes and reflect on where, from whom and in what form we got our
basic instructions about how to live our lives.

I can guess that we received and internalized many different interpretations of Luther's theology, confessions
and doctrines since we come from some forty different national Lutheran Churches in eight different regions
of the world. I can guess that the more or less 40% of us who are from other confessions also have different
interpretations about the essential instructions necessary for living together in the Church, let alone living our
lives in a foreign country. We are a multinational community. What Paul and his followers found in Ephesus
and Rome many of us find in Geneva and the many other cities in which we have lived and worked. Yet,
wherever we have lived and whatever our different interpretations concerning the Gospels and the different
interpretations of life we have received in our cultures we are called to be one in Christ.

Whatever our different experiences concerning living in Christ and living in our culture (H. Richard Niebur
wrote about Christ over culture, Christ under culture, Christ within culture and Christ transforming culture)
we are called to be one in Christ. We are also called to be transformed by the renewal of our minds so that we
may know and do the will of God in our lives and in our communities.

We are called to share our gifts with each other. We want to share our interpretations of how to live and pray,
eat and fast, sing and be quiet. When we are one in Christ we can share without creating stress or conflict or
suffering anxiety. We share out of love.
We are not afraid that we are losing our faith or our cultural identity. We are one in Christ.
There is a beautiful moment in our liturgy when we say the Lord's Prayer, each in our own language. Praying
in our own language, our mother tongue, takes us to the roots of our faith. We may not be able to say the
Lord's Prayer in all of the other languages we hear, but we know what is being said and experienced. We are
one in Christ in these moments of praying, singing and eating the bread and drinking the wine. In God we live
and move and have our being (Paul to the Athenians). Yet even with this knowledge there can be new
misunderstandings and challenges emerge.

In the Book of Acts we learn how Paul and his followers faced conflicts in many towns during their travels.
We remember the story of Paul's conflict with the makers of silver images of the goddess Artemis. As is
mentioned, "About this time (in Ephesus) there arose no little stir regarding the Way." Paul's preaching
challenged the economy provided by the Temple of Artemis in the second largest city in the Roman Empire.
Paul said that gods made with hands are not God. He was accused of saying that Jesus is the son of God,
implying that Caesar is not. He was accused of turning the world (oikumene) upside down. Although accused,
jailed and beaten he did not strike back. He called the Christians to be in Christ and to love each other.

Whose job is it to transform the conflicts that may arise today in any family, any congregation, any Church,
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any religious community, any culture, any school, any arena of commerce, any government, any walk of life?
With love and the power of the Spirit, with fear and trembling, in one body in Christ hostility comes to an
end. So then we are no longer strangers and sojourners, but we are fellow citizens with the saints and the
members of the household (the oekumene) of God. (Ephe. 2)
In Christ our moments of aggression, our moments of hate and hostility, our moments of despair and doubt,
our moments of grief and pain are all transformed into new moments of loving and being loved. This is the
priesthood of all believers. This is our job.
We believe in the Messiah (Christ) who came to release the people from captivity and we know that there are
many members with different functions in the one body of Jesus Christ. Jesus announced to us that the reign
of God was at hand and in our midst and within us. We enter this reign, God's rule and incarnation by loving
each other, showing mercy to each other and working for justice in the world with each other. Our life and our
work are to be carried out in the reign of God. Let the people say Amen.
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