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September 25, 2011
“The Big Squeeze”

The Rev. Maren Sonstegard-Spray

Romans 12

I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 
Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect.

For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of yourself more highly than you ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has assigned. 
For as in one body we have many members, and not all the members have the same function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members one of another. 
We have gifts that differ according to the grace given to us: prophecy, in proportion to faith; ministry, in ministering; the teacher, in teaching; the exhorter, in exhortation; the giver, in generosity; the leader, in diligence; the compassionate, in cheerfulness.

Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers.

Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. 
Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep.
Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. 
Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. 
If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 
Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.’ 
No, ‘if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning coals on their heads.’ 
Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.

We are continuing on in our sermon series about life’s milestones, or life’s seasons – those moments that change who we are.  We began with baptism, looking at Paul’s words from earlier in Romans, that as baptismal people, we are dead to sin and alive to God, that is who we are.  And then last week we touched on discipleship, that moment when we decide to follow Christ faithfully that turns into a lifetime of following.  Again here is a change in identity for us.  
Both embracing the meaning of baptism and choosing to put the effort in to being a disciple, these are both acts of identity formation, of becoming ourselves.  And it wasn’t until sitting down to write this sermon on another part of Romans, that I realized we were talking again about identity.  And perhaps that is the meaning of milestones in our lives, they mark the before and after, and in the after we are more who we truly are.
This passage from Romans, at least the first two verses, is perhaps familiar to you: “I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect.”  
I like to read this passage to teenagers.  In fact I was tempted to write this sermon to the teenagers in our midst.  The passage speaks of turning yourself over to God, and choosing not to be conformed to this world, but choosing to be transformed by God.   
The J.B. Phillips version of the New Testament uses this language:  “Don't let the world around you squeeze you into its own mold, but let God re-mold your minds from within, so that you may prove in practice that the plan of God for you is good, meets all his demands and moves towards the goal of true maturity.”  
Don’t let the world around you squeeze you into its mold.  The question of what to conform to is a big issues for teenagers who are in the midst of identity formation.  But then, it doesn’t stop there for any of us – so Paul speaks a word that touches us at any point in life – we are continually wrestling with this.
Paul begins this part of his letter with an appeal to those beloved believers in Rome.  And he says, “I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God . . .”  
And we encounter our first challenge – Paul writes “therefore” which implies that something came before it.  And this is the challenge with pulling a section of Romans out to examine it.  Romans is a tightly written letter, each section refers back to what came before – I encourage you to go read it for yourselves.  
But in summary, what comes before is Paul explaining that under the law we were sinful, we couldn’t achieve righteousness, if anything, the law pointed out our failure.  But God grants us access to righteousness through our faith in Jesus Christ – that is grace.  For when we were powerless, Christ died for us.  Where sin abounded, God’s grace abounded even more.  So we have been buried with Christ in baptism, and we are alive in Christ through his resurrection.  And where before we were bound to sin, now we are bound to God.  And yet we still struggled with sin – even so God rescues us from this body of death.  
Paul’s “therefore” reaches back and grabs all of this and holds it out for us to see again, and he says “by the mercies of God” – and what are those mercies?  
Everything he has already told us: 

Freedom from death (5:12-21)

Freedom from sin (6:1-23)

Freedom from a dysfunctional relationship to the law that fosters sin (7:6-25)

The gift of the Spirit (8:1-17)

God's plan to conform believers to the Son (8:29), and

God's faithfulness to keep promises (11:25-29)
Paul says in view of all this, climb up on the alter and turn yourself over to him – surrender yourself.  Paul is reminding us that God doesn’t need dead animals anymore to make things right – those were the B.C. (before Christ) rules.  Jesus was the sacrifice for everyone for all time.  God doesn’t want a dead animal – God wants your life.  The problem with being living sacrifices is that we can crawl right back off that alter.  And so we read Romans again, and choose surrender once again.

Paul then writes, “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect.”  
Paul was writing to Christians living in a time when the culture was a powerful influence.  We live in a time when the culture has a powerful influence.  I remember being a teenager in Fairfax County – then the second wealthiest county in America.  And there was a mold – in my mind the mold was pretty and skinny, athletic and smart, with a boyfriend or girlfriend, with the right clothes (GAP or Abercrombie) which meant you had the right amount of money.  Unfortunately, or fortunately, I didn’t fit that mold.  But I remember the power of it.  
I have another strong memory – I was living in New Jersey, going to seminary and working with the youth at a little church in Pennsylvania and I was shopping at the local mall, and walked by a store display that depicted perfectly photo-shopped models in tight, fashionable clothing.  And I remember thinking – none of the kids I know look anything like that – I wonder if they feel like they should.  I feel like I should and I’m not 15!  
Of course the “mold of the world” isn’t just about how a person looks – it can be about how we act!  The mold of the world can tell us to seek power or money at the cost of our families and health, to seek infatuation instead of real love, to sacrifice justice and the environment for the sake of economic growth.  So you see this mold of the world doesn’t end when you are a teenager.  
What I think Paul is trying to say to us is that we have a need to belong somewhere.  He uses language of slavery because that was the language currency of his day.  He said that everyone is a slave to something – either to sin or to righteousness.  I think a modern equivalent would be belonging – we need to belong either to the world or to God.  And who we belong to shapes who we are.  This is the milestone: when we decide whose we are, then we become who we are.  And we may have to pass through it many times during our lifetimes but that doesn’t change its importance.
Paul says instead of letting the world squeeze you into its mold, be transformed by the renewing of your mind.  The word that Paul uses for mind is key, as one commentator notes, “The English word ‘mind’ translates the Greek term ‘nous’. The etymology of nous can be traced back to the root meaning ‘to sniff’ which suggests a ‘way of acquiring knowledge’ through the sense of smell. In Greek philosophy almost from the beginning it becomes the main function of the mind to discover, to sniff out, the ‘real’ world or the ‘real’ character of the world as a whole, in contrast to other erroneous beliefs of most human beings.”  So Paul is saying renew your mind, renew that ability you have to seek for what is true and real in the world, to see the reality God in the world, to see the presence of an invisible God.   When we experience this renewal of the mind, we see God more clearly, and know his will more clearly, as Paul says, “so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect.”

So hopefully you are still with me – to sum all that up: we can be either formed into the mold of a culture that will never love us back, or transformed to see God more clearly, a God who loves us beyond understanding.

And then Paul goes on to describe what the transformed life looks like, or what a living sacrifice looks like on top of the altar: 
“For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of yourself more highly than you ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has assigned. 
For as in one body we have many members, and not all the members have the same function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members one of another. 
We have gifts that differ according to the grace given to us: prophecy, in proportion to faith; ministry, in ministering; the teacher, in teaching; the exhorter, in exhortation; the giver, in generosity; the leader, in diligence; the compassionate, in cheerfulness.  
Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. 
Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. 
Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. 
Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers.  Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. 
Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. 
Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. 
Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 
Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.’ No, ‘if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning coals on their heads.’ 
Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”

Depending on which translation you use, there are at least 30 imperatives here (I count 32). And most are far from easy.  When I was working on this sermon I reread a book I read in seminary called “Stargirl” by Jerry Spinelli – it is the story of a high school student who cannot be squeezed into the world’s mold.  She has a pet rat, and sings happy birthday to each student on the ukulele, she dances in the rain, she wears costumes to school, brings presents to people she doesn’t know, she blesses the high school girls who are cruel to her.  The students at Mica high school don’t know what to make of her – but begin to like her non-conformist ways.  But then she cheers for the other team at basketball games (angering her school), she runs to the aid of a fallen player from the enemy team, she weeps at the funeral of a classmate’s uncle who she has never met, enraging the family.
It is not always easy to be who God calls us to be.  But here is the good news.  All the verbal forms that Paul uses here are plural.  It is like Paul cautioning us, "Don't try this alone."  This work is meant for a community of faith, for our community of faith – so we help each other onto the altar, we help each other as we seek transformation of our minds, so that together we can see God more clearly.
Amen.

