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	It’s Not That Hard
Romans 12:9-21

Paul’s letters often start with theology and then end with practical application. In some ways, the letter to the Romans is Paul’s summary of his core message, and this is his practical summary of how to live a Christian life. We read Romans 12, verses 9-21:
[bookmark: _Hlk107327016]9 Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; 10love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. 11Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. 12Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. 13Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers.
[bookmark: _Hlk107325992][bookmark: _Hlk107325895]14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. 15Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. 16Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. 17Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. 18If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 19Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.’ 20No, ‘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.’ 21Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.
That doesn’t feel overwhelming at all, does it? Sort of a cascade of ethical instructions, one after another, to the point where you just want to throw up your hands and say, “Slow down! I can’t keep up!” But I don’t think the flood of commands is as wide-ranging as it sounds. In fact, I think we can sort all these rules into just three points: (1) put aside anger, (2) learn empathy for others, and (3) let go of your ego. See? It’s not that hard.
	Let’s look at the first one: put aside anger. In our passage, Paul says, Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them and then 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.’ 
	In my brief stint as a seminary professor, the office next to mine was occupied by a professor of Pastoral Care and Counseling named Andy Lester. Andy had written several different books on counseling, but all of them were about anger. According to Andy there is no one thing that is more destructive to faith, health, and happiness than anger. At the time, that felt a little simplistic to me, to reduce the root cause of every ill to just one source, but I have come to believe he was right. Think about it. You probably know some people for whom anger is their defining emotion. Have you ever known a person like that who was happy? Or who had a sense of humor? (Remember: just being snide and sarcastic is not humor.) Have you ever known one who had friends? (Oh, sure, they probably have companions – other people who just as angry about some of the same things that they are – but shared bitterness is not the supportive, life-giving relationship that is called friendship.) 	Now think about yourself. When are you least happy? When is your mind farthest from God? When are you least able to focus, to listen, to sleep, or to pray? Chances are that the answer to all of those questions is, when you’re angry. But, you might be thinking, anger is an emotion, and we don’t decide whether to have emotions. True, but I didn’t say “Don’t be angry?” and neither did Paul. I said, “Put aside anger,” and Paul spells out how to do that. When you are angry – as you will surely be sometimes – bless the person you are angry at. Pray for that person. And above all, do not act on your anger. Do not take revenge. Quoting the book of Deuteronomy, Paul reminds the Roman church that vengeance belongs to God. If punishment is called for, God can take care of it. 
	So put aside anger; it’s that simple. Except, of course, it isn’t. When anger comes, it is overwhelming, and it will take years and decades of practicing Paul’s advice to tame it. This is especially true in the digital age. Internet content providers – from respected news outlets on down the food chain – make their money from how many clicks they get, and they have all figured out that nothing gets clicks more reliably than stirring up anger. Making people angry has become a profitable business model, with the result that three out of every four headlines is designed to provoke outrage. Twitter is a cauldron of seething fury; Facebook only marginally better. So here’s a suggestion: when you see a clickbait headline that stirs your anger, do not click on it unless you are planning to pray for whoever angers you. That should either save you a lot of time or improve your prayer life or both. 
	The second category of advice in the ethic of Romans 12 is: learn empathy. Paul says, Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers. In other words, be aware of the needs of others and meet them. Then he adds, Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. That’s what empathy is: not just being aware of the emotions of others, but sharing them. Whether you are filled with joy or sorrow, nothing is more welcome than someone to share it with. We must learn to become those people. Some of you are already really good at this. Some of us need practice. But none of us gets a pass. This is how to be the people of God. And finally, Paul adds, Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. One pre-requisite of empathy is being able to see beyond the artificial divisions that are put up by society. True empathy reaches across racial divisions, sex and gender distinctions, socio-economic levels, political affiliations, and age differences. Empathy is finding our shared human experience in those who are not like us. 
	All right, so this one’s not that easy, either. But I know the first step: listening. Empathy begins with listening. Too many of our conversations, especially theological and political conversations, are just opinion ping pong. Neither side is really listening to what the other says; we’re just waiting for them to say something that we have a prepared response to, so we can pounce and have our turn. Practice listening. 
	And finally, Paul’s third message is to let go of your ego. As he puts it: love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. Notice the switch he pulls there. Stop competing with each other, unless you are competing to see who can support and honor the other more. Our goal in relationships, Paul says, is to build the other up, which means not putting ourselves forward. Our delight should not be in being praised, but in seeing others praised. Our victory should not be when we win, but when others do. And what if we got tired of playing second fiddle? Well, Paul says, be patient in suffering. 
	Fine, so this one’s hard, too. In fact, for us Americans, this one is a killer. You see, as a culture, we are raised to be individualists. The problem with that is that the wall between individualism and egotism is . . . porous. And in some places the wall is non-existent. In fact, we tend to be suspicious of humility, declaring that God didn’t make us to be doormats, to be walked over and taken advantage of by everyone. If we don’t stand up for ourselves, no one else will. It’s in our blood. Two-hundred and forty-six years ago tomorrow, our nation declared its independence from Great Britain by saying, “We’re not going to take this anymore!” And that led to independence! What’s wrong with standing up for ourselves? Am I saying we should become pushovers?
	All I can say is that there is a difference between consciously choosing to put others first and weakly allowing others to take that place over us. And the best illustration of this that I know is Jesus himself. Jesus never once put himself first. Everything he did was for others. He had incredible powers, and yet every miracle he did was for the sake of someone else; not one miracle was for his own benefit. (All right, there might be one exception – that time he took a shortcut across the lake – but that’s it.) And yet for all that, does he come across as a simpering, weak, milquetoast to you? Jesus was not at anyone’s beck and call – all right, so again there may be one exception: when his mom told him to make wine for the wedding. But that was Mom: to everyone else he was perfectly capable of saying no, and often did. For all his life of dedication to others, he was no wallflower, and the strength of his unique personality shines from the gospels. And what he modeled, he also taught. He told his disciples, “deny yourselves.” But he also promised – in one of the key twists of God’s imagination – that willingly giving up our selves is how we how we find our true selves. 
	Last week, in this sermon series on how Christians should relate to other Christians, I said I was setting the low bar: don’t be like the Corinthian church. Or, more succinctly, don’t be jerks. Today I’m setting the high bar: Give up anger; learn empathy; let go of ego. Just three things: how hard can that be? 
	Hard enough to keep us busy, I suppose. But if we were to manage it, can you imagine how the Church of Jesus Christ would appear to the rest of the world? Then all would know that we were Christ’s disciples.
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