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Romans 12: 9-21
He was intelligent, articulate, and committed to his calling. He had heard of the church at Rome but had never been there. It was begun by Jews who came to faith during Pentecost. They spread their faith in Christ on their return to Rome, and the church grew.
Paul felt a bond with these Romans. They were his brothers and sisters in Christ and he longed to see them face to face. So he sent his letter to them, which is now the Book of Romans, in order to introduce himself and to make a clear declaration of the faith.
Have you ever been perhaps traveling, or perhaps out socially and you meet someone and during your conversation with them, you find out that they are a Christian too? In my younger days, I was astounded that in my travels I would often end up sitting beside someone on a bus or train or airplane, and find out that they were a Christian. I really enjoyed that and often it lead to great conversations and in some cases, ongoing friendship. Paul feels this connection with these people in Rome, even though he has never met them. They are his brothers and sisters in Christ. 
In today's passage, Paul is moving from the theological, or philosophical, which was the first part of his letter, to the practical. In this section, Paul gives direction for how we are to live our faith each day. In my Bible, it is entitled Personal Responsibility.
In her wonderful sermon last week, Heather made the distinction between enjoying the reality of knowing that God loves us, and how we need to ask ourselves if in fact we really love God. We all know that sometimes in life, love is one way. We know what that feels like when we really love someone, but there is not much evidence to suggest that they love us, or if they do, not very much. We can't help but wonder sometimes what God must feel like?
Like James, Paul talks about our faith in action.- Evidence of our love for God. Faith is another word for loving God, trusting God, believing in God. Any loving we are able to do, genuine loving, has an enabling source behind it and has a motivating force within it. We are called and equipped to love, not by our own power or skill or learning, but by the power and spirit of the one who's name is Love. When we think of this faith in action, how we are to love, and who we are to love and what the spirit of our love needs to be, Paul gives specific instruction for how we are to let our light shine. It is not an abstract concept. Eugene Peterson puts it this way in The Message- “Love from the center of who you are; don't fake it. Run for dear life from evil; hold on for dear life to good. Be good friends with those who love deeply; laugh with your friends when they are happy, share tears when they are down. Get along with each other, don't be stuck up. Make friends with nobodies, don't hit back, don't insist on getting even. Don't let evil get the best of you; get the best of evil by doing good.” some easy things to do there, and some very difficult things. 
Does this not sound like the life of Jesus Christ? And as the Body of Christ, is this not what we are to be striving for in our faith in action every day?
It is interesting to me that Paul says our love is to be genuine. The 
Greek word for that is anhypokritos, the opposite of hypocrite. In Greek theatre, hypocrite referred to actors whose masks enabled them to play several roles. Over time, hypocrite became one who feigned an appearance. Genuine love is true to the image of God.
So Peterson's words, “Love from the center of who you are, don't fake it....don't be a hypocrite....let your love be genuine”.....that really strikes a chord with me.....for a couple of reasons.
The first thing that comes to mind is how difficult it is. Yes God calls and equips us to love, and sometimes that is the easiest thing to do. But much of the time, at least for me, being loving, being genuine, that is hard work...I have to admit that for me, sometimes it goes against what I think is my nature. Careless drivers, horrible customer service, people who say mean things, people who are all taker and no giver, people who are self centered, people who are so critical, people who are rude, people who are bullies, people who are insensitive.....wow, I have a lot of trouble even faking love with these people, let alone being genuine.
That is when I learn and learn again, that it is not going to be by my power, my skill, and my ability to love in a genuine way, but only by the power of God's Holy Spirit. There are so many situations that you and I encounter each and every day....at home, at work, in the neighbourhood, on the road, in a store....we need to rely so heavily on God's word to us through Paul's words to the Romans. If we insist on living those words out by our own power and ability, this I know for sure, we will fail. If we depend again and again on the Spirit of God, we will have success. In order to do that, we need to stay connected....to know at all times, not only who we are but "Who's" we are. It is that ongoing connectedness with God throughout our day which enables us to do this good work and to truly let His light shine through us as His children.
This week our country lost one of its greatest leaders and the absolutely incredible outpouring of emotion was testament to the amazing impact that this one solitary man made in the lives of millions of Canadians. Never in the history of this country, have Canadians reacted so strongly, have grieved so deeply for a political leader.
Listening to one of the many call in shows on radio, I heard one person and perhaps Stephen Lewis or one of the other speakers at the celebration of life service held for Jack Layton at Roy Thompson Hall in Toronto, and they said, “He made us better people and better Canadians.” What impact for good one man has had in the lives of so many others. We need to ask ourselves, when we consider our daily living, has our leader, Jesus Christ made us better people and better Christians? And then we need to ask ourselves, and perhaps others, what is the evidence of that.
At the end or his letter to Canadians, Mr. Layton wrote: 
Love is better than anger,
Hope is better than fear,
Optimism is better than despair,
So let us be loving, hopeful, and optimistic.
Yesterday I performed a wedding for a wonderful couple. The wedding was a surprise and took place at their cottage in the midst of a birthday party for the bride to be. None of the guests knew it was going to happen!
The Scripture I read was one you often hear at weddings. It is Paul, telling the people of Corinth about the qualities of love. In the end he says, “And now these three remain, Faith, Hope, and Love....and the greatest of these is Love.” When I hear about Jack Layton's political fervour, his raison d'être, what he strove to do to make the lives of Canadians better, it sounds so much like God's words to us through Paul, and Christ's words to us all about taking care of each other....they are not so different.
So many people on the radio and at memorial services a cross the country said that the loss of Jack Layton and all that he stood for, has propelled them into becoming determined to make a difference, to get involved, to think more intentionally and deliberately, and seriously about the state of peoples' lives, and to find a way to do something about it. -To become better people and better Canadians.
We gather each week to give thanks for our leader whose life ended all too soon....to remember his words, to follow His lead, and to find ways to do something about what he stood for, and that which He called us to. And in the process, we become better people and better Christians. -That our love might flow more freely. -That our love might be genuine. -That we might not have to fake it so much, that we might not be hypocrites, that we might love from the center. 
As the song says, “I am the church; you are the church; we are the church together.” The church is the Body of Christ, made in His image. Jesus Christ moved through this world and made the difference he did, by the power of God's Holy Spirit. The invitation is to do likewise.
May you move through this week, connected to the power of God, and His Holy Spirit.
Amen
