From the New Revised Standard Version:  Romans 12:1-8

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. 2Do 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. 3For 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. 4For as in one body we have many members, and not all the members have the same function, 5so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members one of another. 6We have gifts that differ according to the grace given to us: prophecy, in proportion to faith; 7ministry, in ministering; the teacher, in teaching; 8the exhorter, in exhortation; the giver, in generosity; the leader, in diligence; the compassionate, in cheerfulness.

From The Message, a Bible paraphrase by Eugene Peterson:  Romans 12

 1-2 So here's what I want you to do, God helping you: Take your everyday, ordinary life—your sleeping, eating, going-to-work, and walking-around life—and place it before God as an offering. Embracing what God does for you is the best thing you can do for him. Don't become so well-adjusted to your culture that you fit into it without even thinking. Instead, fix your attention on God. You'll be changed from the inside out. Readily recognize what he wants from you, and quickly respond to it. Unlike the culture around you, always dragging you down to its level of immaturity, God brings the best out of you, develops well-formed maturity in you.

 3I'm speaking to you out of deep gratitude for all that God has given me, and especially as I have responsibilities in relation to you. Living then, as every one of you does, in pure grace, it's important that you not misinterpret yourselves as people who are bringing this goodness to God. No, God brings it all to you. The only accurate way to understand ourselves is by what God is and by what he does for us, not by what we are and what we do for him.

 4-6In this way we are like the various parts of a human body. Each part gets its meaning from the body as a whole, not the other way around. The body we're talking about is Christ's body of chosen people. Each of us finds our meaning and function as a part of his body. But as a chopped-off finger or cut-off toe we wouldn't amount to much, would we? So since we find ourselves fashioned into all these excellently formed and marvelously functioning parts in Christ's body, let's just go ahead and be what we were made to be, without enviously or pridefully comparing ourselves with each other, or trying to be something we aren't.

 6-8If you preach, just preach God's Message, nothing else; if you help, just help, don't take over; if you teach, stick to your teaching; if you give encouraging guidance, be careful that you don't get bossy; if you're put in charge, don't manipulate; if you're called to give aid to people in distress, keep your eyes open and be quick to respond; if you work with the disadvantaged, don't let yourself get irritated with them or depressed by them. Keep a smile on your face.
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Romans 12:1-8


I want to start off this morning with a word of gratitude to all of you.  I’ve just been back home for a week now after being away from home for four week.  One of those weeks I spent on Iona, an island off the west coast of Scotland, with a group of twelve members and friends of this community, studying Celtic spirituality.  The following three weeks I spent on vacation with my family—I drove out to Minnesota where my parents live and spent time at their cabin on the edge of the Boundary Waters wilderness area, on the northern edge of the state.  I went to Minnesota by way of Memphis, Tennessee, which I realize is a bit of a crazy route, but it allowed me to visit another important pilgrimage site, Graceland.  


Needless to say, all of these travels have been wonderfully nourishing for my soul.  But this morning, I want to share with you a spiritual insight that came to me through one of the most powerful religious experiences I had all summer.  Yes, of course I’m talking about seeing the summer blockbuster, WALL-E.


How many of you have seen the movie?  I’m not counting the people who went to Iona with me who just feel like they saw the movie because I talked about it so much that they feel like they’ve seen it!  For those of you who have not yet been able to catch the movie, here’s the plot in brief.  The movie takes place in the year 2…. When human have done so much damage to the earth’s environment, filling it up with so much garbage, that the planet has become uninhabitable.  Humankind, therefore, has been living out in space in a giant spaceship, drinking slurpees and watching t.v. while sitting in individual Lay-Z-Boys, while a robot named WALL-E has been tasked with cleaning the earth up, smooshing up the trash into little cubes and piling the cubes up on top of each other.  Every once in a while the space ship sends down a probe to see if anything has started to grow again on earth, and at the start of the movie a probe arrives and does just that.  The story goes on from there, but by the end of the movie, the spaceship returns to earth, the humans get off and begin not only to cultivate crops, but for the first time in eons, they begin to cultivate community with each other.


Now, have heard some critics complain that WALL-E is essentially an hour and a half of preaching about how we need to take care of the environment.  And on some level it is—but on a deeper level, I think it is expressing something much deeper.  This story is the antidote to the futuristic fables that I grew up on.  This is NOT the Jetsons, this is not Star Trek—this is a future that is not based on escape from the earth, but return to it.  And what’s more, it’s an antidote to some of the most potent, most pernicious theology of the last century, theology that suggest that the goal of life is to get to heaven, that the goal of religion is to take us away from the mundane, the earthy, and connect us with something beyond this world, out and away from where we live and breathe.  I think WALL-E diagnosed the key spiritual tasks of our time:  reconnecting ourselves with the earth, and re-building human community.


I’d like to spend some time this fall talking about community.  This spring and summer, we talked quite a bit about KC proclamation that it is a call-bassed community.  But in our investigation on that phrase, we focused mostly on what it means to be call-based.  Now, I’d like to take some time to talk about what it means to be a community.  How is community a spiritual value, a spiritual tool, a spiritual necessity?  How can we cultivate it—in our church, and in our world?  


Now, while I am certainly tempted to preach a five-part series on WALL-E, the truth is, there is a great deal of scripture that seeks to instruct groups of people about how to build a spiritual community among themselves.  You might even say that one of the primary purposes of scripture is to form spiritual community.  That’s clearly one of the main things Paul was trying to do as he wrote his letter to the group that was trying to be a church in Rome in the middle of the fourth century, AD.  It wasn’t an easy task for them because their church included people from such enormously different social and religious backgrounds that they didn’t have much common understanding of how to worship, how to relate to each other, or even how to eat together.  Paul gives them a lot of great advice, including the words from the twelfth chapter which you just heard read.  “Do not be conformed to the world,” he writes, “but be transformed by the renewing of your minds.”  In other words, the rules you come into this church with, rules given to you by the world about who you should talk with or eat with, those rules are not going to be the lay of the land here.  You’re going to have to think differently!


And with that warning, he gives them a new way of thinking about community, an image that he uses elsewhere in his letters as well.  We are the body of Christ—our function, our witness to the world is essentially as a community, not as individuals.  This is a teaching that helps us to value each other’s differing gifts and skills.  But there’s more to this teaching than just a call for tolerance—Paul writes, “individually, we are members one of another.”  We are not whole on our own—we need to be in community to be whole.


There are few teachings within Christianity that are more contrary to our culture here in the United States.  We are, of course, taught to be autonomous individuals, and asking for help, feeling dependant on others, often feels like a failing.  We would much rather be a part of a community of givers, of helpers, reaching out to other people in the world who need assistance.  But Paul is onto something in this passage—the basis of human community is not shared interest, or a sense of shared mission, or even our enjoyment of each other and our interest in hanging out with each other.  The basis of human community is our recognition that we need each other—that we are not complete on our own.  That’s the recognition that moves community from a hobby, a nice addition to a good life, to a necessity, as crucial to life as air and water and food.  And it’s that recognition that we need in order to make the sacrifice necessary to re-build community.


How can we move this affirmation from being something we assent to intellectually to something we live out of?  We have so many habits in our culture that reinforce a different message:  our tendency to treat each other as tools and not as human beings, our tendency to avoid eye contact with people we don’t know, our tendency to ask ‘How are you?” without giving any time for a response.  I’ve been thinking this week about practices, habits, that might reinforce our need for community, our need for each other.  I was thinking about some of the call-and-response phrases that float around churches such as “Peace be with you”/”and also with you” or “God is good/All the time” or “Christ is risen”/”He is risen indeed.”  What if we had another phrase like that, one where we said, “I need your help” and the response was “I would like to help you.”  And then we could reverse it:  “I would like to help you”.  “I need your help.”  Let’s try it, shall we?  Now, turn to a neighbor and try it.  How did that feel?


Friends, there is a way in which going on the three-week car trip is kind of like blasting off in a space ship (and I’m not just talking about drinking slurpees).  It was really great to detach for a while—to step out of the needs and necessities of this community and just hike and paddle and drive around with my kids.  And when I came back and started to read my emails, some of what was waiting for me was complaint.  That’s part of community, too, and I know that, but I have to admit there was a certain part of me that wanted to get back in the car and drive away again.  But I know that’s just a fantasy—it’s not really where life is lived out, not really where God’s call on my life is to be lived out.  The truth of the matter is, I need your help.  As I begin my fourth year as your Enabling Minister, as I re-enter this community after a month of being away, I wonder if you would help me by joining me in a little ritual.  I’d like to ask for your help, and if you’re willing, I’d like you to respond, “We would like to help you.”


I need your help in balancing the various roles in my life—pastor, parent, wife, writer, friend, family member.


I need your help in keeping things in perspective—being responsible without allowing myself to feel like everything is on my shoulders.


I need your help in staying tuned in to Jesus and his call on my life—even in the midst of all the noise in the world.


I need your help laughing, not taking things to seriously.


I need your help in feeling cared for, and not just like the one who does the caring.


I need your help growing, your nudges and your critiques, your sense of my failings, the things I still need to learn.


I need your help in feeling like I am also part of this community, valued and recognized for my particular contributions.

Now, let’s reverse it.  What kind of help would you like to ask me for?  Please make your request out loud, and I will respond, “I would like to help you.”
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