The New Life in Christ
12 I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters,[a] by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual[b]worship. 2 Do not be conformed to this world,[c] 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.[d]
3 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. 4 For as in one body we have many members, and not all the members have the same function, 5 so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members one of another. 6 We have gifts that differ according to the grace given to us: prophecy, in proportion to faith;7 ministry, in ministering; the teacher, in teaching; 8 the exhorter, in exhortation; the giver, in generosity; the leader, in diligence; the compassionate, in cheerfulness.


August 24, 2014 (Ordination/Installation Sunday)
Romans 12:1-8
Is This My Life?

	Because ministers are typically accustomed to public speaking, we get called upon for a variety of events that require speeches of some sort to be made. Recently, I have been asked to contribute a video for a tribute that’s being made to one of the absolute saints of Oak Ridge, Tennessee. The banquet where it will be shown is part of the “Aid to Distressed Families of Appalachian Counties” yearly benefit. They will be honoring one of their greatest supporters, Tim Myrick, who has been fighting a terrible battle with cancer. Tim has always been one of those people who does everything – leads Senior High Sunday School luring kids in with Starbucks delights, volunteers for mission projects both abroad and close to home, on retirement teaches environmental science at the High School, builds Habitat houses, chairs the community organizations that raise millions of dollars and actually accomplish huge projects… you get the idea. I could easily go on and fill way more than my allotted time if I were to recite his lifetime resume. This is not the only Tim honor to happen within the past year either. He’s been recognized by the town council, the High School,  Habitat for Humanity, probably the Rotary and many other such associations in Oak Ridge. He is beloved by the community and with good reason. 
	But there comes a danger with being “that person.” Tim is so loved and admired that it becomes easy to make him out to be some sort of do-gooder superhero rather than a human being. People look at him and think, but that’s Tim, that can’t be me. I can’t do all those things. I can’t hang drywall. I can’t teach environmental science. I can’t leave my family to do mission work. I’m no good with teenagers.  I can’t, I can’t, I can’t. 
	Therefore, the story that I’m inclined to share about Tim in October and that I will share with you now, is a different take than the usual “Here’s a plaque because you’re so awesome” moment. In my former charge as pastor of First Presbyterian Church, Oak Ridge, a group of folks decided to make plans for a mission trip, and they chose to do a water project in Belize during Spring Break. Well, since I had a youngster at home and since Spring Break was over Easter week that year, I decided I better stay in place rather than travel with the group. So my contribution was to prepare a booklet of liturgy for the week – daily morning and evening prayers that would be used along the way. On Thursday evening, Maundy Thursday to be exact, I included something a bit daring and uncomfortable for Presbyterians, a foot-washing ritual. Much to my surprise, the group actually did it. THAT was what Tim talked with me about when he returned from Belize, more so than anything else. That act of washing and being washed was a reminder to him and to the rest of the group of just how human we each are. It’s not the long list of accomplishments that make you into a saintly person, it’s about washing one another’s feet in whatever way we are best gifted to do so.  I bet he loved the pictures of Pope Francis that came out shortly after his installation when he chose to wash the feet of prisoners.
	Though we all like to hear congratulations, or at least an expression of thanks for the wonderful things that we do, Paul cautions us about feeling too grand about our spiritual gifts. He says, “Don’t think of yourselves more highly than you ought to think.” Don’t expect to be heralded as a superhero in every organization you’ve ever been a part of. Don’t imagine that one day your obituary will read like a resume of your best moments. Don’t do good things just so that others may think you’re a good person. It’s a real bummer to recognize those “holier than thou” moments when we’ve done something we thought was so perfect for all the wrong kinds of reasons. 
	But I would add something else that Paul may have forgotten from his list, “Don’t think that because you’re not a Tim Myrick, that your particular spiritual gifts aren’t making a difference in the world.” As I said before, it’s easy to look at someone who is the picture perfect definition of altruism, and think, “That will never be me.” When we set folks on pedestals, they become either too high to reach or too easy to knock over. Instead remember the foot-washing. All of us are the same when you pick up a towel, fill a water basin, and can look carefully and lovingly at dirty, world-weary feet.
	Paul knew that he was talking to human beings with both gifts and limitations in this letter to the Romans. Present your body as a living sacrifice. Put your whole self in when it comes to serving God. Be transformed. Allow God’s desires for you be the same desires you have in life. That can be complicated sometimes. We don’t always know who we are or what we are supposed to be. Are we simply imitating our heroes, or are we listening to the voice that God speaks directly to our hearts?
	There’s a great little book by Parker Palmer that I turn to any time I’m having a crisis moment about vocation and the validity of my own spiritual gifts. It’s called Let Your Life Speak: Listening for the Voice of Vocation. It begins with William Stafford’s poem titled, Ask Me. “Some time when the river is ice ask me mistakes I have made. Ask me whether what I have done is my life. Others have come in their slow way into my thought, and some have tried to help or to hurt: ask me what difference their strongest love or hate has made.”  Again the poem says, “Ask me whether what I have done is my life.”  That’s such a poignant statement for our times. 
	Even if you haven’t asked me, I will tell you, I wrestle with being too confident in my gifts, AND I wrestle with being embarrassed that my meager gifts might not really be measuring up. But at the end of the day, it’s not about me being Tim Myrick, or Pope Francis, or Jesus Christ, it’s really about me being and becoming the living sacrifice that is Kerra English. That’s Paul’s main point in this passage, and it’s a particularly crucial one for living the life of faith. God calls you to be exactly who you are. This ought to be good news for us – and on our better days – I think we are able to realize that it is. Paul gifts us with this beautiful reminder that God created us as parts of a body that really do fit together. God really has placed us exactly where we are needed. AND God gives us new possibilities every day for making the world a better place. 
	The spiritual life really isn’t about imitating our heroes. If we try to be someone we’re not, we will miss the joys God has waiting for us in being ourselves.  I already have to do some unlearning with Ryleigh after her week of Christian Camp this summer. Explaining to her that Jesus isn’t Superman is not going so well. When Jesus is set up as a superhero or superhuman being that isn’t at all like us, we tend to do the same thing with Jesus that people often do with Tim. We decide we can’t be like that, so we don’t even try. Jesus didn’t say we had to bear his journey, but he did remind us to take our own. Pick up your OWN cross, and follow me. Be the part of the body that you are called to be. Following Jesus really does mean being truly and fully ourselves, just as he truly and fully embraced his own unique role in a turning point of the human enterprise. 
	Even as a church, we tend to look sideways at other churches we think are doing something better than us. This church has more money. That church has more people. They pray more often in groups than we do. It’s faulty reasoning according to Paul. We, at Ashland Presbyterian Church, need to find and live our own gifts in ministry. Do you think this church has gifts for teaching? I do, and so do the students that have taken their seminary internships here. Do you think this church has gifts of compassion that lead to cheerfulness? I do, I come home from Session meetings here more joyful than drained and that’s a rarity for any church meeting.  I think you could easily name more gifts that remind us of our unique place in God’s great tapestry that is the community of the faithful. 
	You, Ashland Presbyterian Church, are uniquely you. And as individuals you each contribute your own unique presence to the spirit of this place. Paul may have said not to think of yourselves more highly than you ought. Pretty good advice for a bunch of Romans! But I would also say to know the joy of being who you are as members of the body of Christ, intricately connected to one another.  Amen.

