The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 17A

The text: Romans 12:9–21
Did you ever leave home for a while and receive a letter from your mother? Often letters like these follow a similar pattern. There are some news items, like your cousin getting a new job, your sister has a new boyfriend, and we could do with more rain. Then follows some motherly advice like: ‘Thank Mrs Smith for your birthday present. Remember your dental appointment, and dress warmly so you don’t catch a cold.’ Her advice is a sign of love. That’s why her letters are usually so warmly appreciated!

St Paul’s letters are expressions of his Christ-motivated love for his fellow Christians, even those he has not yet met. He has not yet met the Christians he’s written to in Rome, yet he loves them dearly as fellow believers in Christ. There are no strangers among Christians. Christ’s love for us and our love of him naturally leads us to love one another with a Christ-like love.

We don’t go to a dictionary for our definition of love. We look at how Jesus treated all kinds of people, especially those whom everyone else considered unlovable. Unattractive creatures like slugs or snails have been created to remind us that our Lord loves the unlovable. ‘The love of Christ compels us because we’re convinced One died for all … He died for all that those who live should no longer live for themselves’ (2 Corinthians 5:14–15). Christ’s love has the first and last word in all we do.

Today’s reading uses three different Greek words for love: (1) Christ-like love, a love that puts other people’s needs ahead of oneself; (2) love of friends, a love marked by mutual respect and support for each other; and (3) love or affection for those to whom we’re related. In his book, The Four Loves, C.S. Lewis writes that the affection we receive from those we’re related to is responsible for 90 per cent of whatever solid and durable happiness there is in our lives. This love is a love of the other person for his or her own sake. It is a love for someone whom others may think of as unattractive.

Love for a family member is such that it would rather share their unhappiness than be happy without them. The Bible says, ‘Love covers a multitude of sins’ (Peter 4:8). This means that the one who loves, does so overlooking the sins of the other, and the recipient does the same. In a family, love constantly overlooks the faults of other members. Our Christian faith reminds both parents and children that they are imperfect and, therefore, are called to admit when they’ve done wrong. There are few, if any, magical formulas for a happy home life. One of the most miraculous words that a family member can say to another is: ‘I’m sorry. I was wrong.’ Such an admission makes possible that most divine expression of love: forgiveness. You are never more Christ-like than when you forgive someone who has hurt or offended you. ‘Humanity is never so beautiful as when praying for forgiveness or else forgiving another’ (J P Richter).

Forgiveness enables us to cooperate with each other, to work together harmoniously for Christ. In doing so, we will ‘outdo one another in showing honour’ (Romans 12:10). This means we should take the initiative as we think of creative ways of honouring the most unlikely people. Jesus says, ‘My Father will honour anyone who serves me’ (John 12:26). Jesus honours us with his welcome words of grace, comfort and encouragement. In the Roman empire, honour only went one way. Those considered inferior were to honour their superiors. That’s still the practice in many places in our world today. Among Christians of all kinds, we can never pay each other enough compliments.
Putting a person down is often seen as something smart and clever. God’s word sees this as an abominable act of self-righteousness, like saying ‘I’m better than you’. Jesus honoured his 12 disciples by putting their needs above his own and washing their feet. Hence, Christians with no striking charisma are worthy of higher honour than those generously gifted. St Paul says, ‘The parts of the body we think are less are the parts to which we give the most honour … God put the body together and gave more honour to the parts that need it … if one part of our body is honoured, all other parts share in its honour’ (1 Corinthians 12:23–26). 
To ‘outdo one another in showing honour’ means doing more than could be expected, doing more than what others are doing. At the movies, a display of honour can inspire us to tears as we witness acts of courage and self-sacrifice. God’s word wants us to honour widows, our elders, a spouse and our children. Rather than seeking honour through lawsuits, we’re urged to defend the honour of someone whose reputation is being attacked or gossiped about, and to put the best construction on their actions and intentions. To honour fellow-Christians and those not yet Christian, is to esteem them highly as God’s good creations, made in his image and redeemed by Christ. To honour someone is to invoke God’s blessing on them. ‘Do not repay evil for evil or abuse for abuse; but, on the contrary, repay with a blessing. It is for this that you were called – that you might inherit a blessing’ (1 Peter 3:9). The Bible abounds with pictures of blessing. To bless others in everyday life is to pass onto them the blessing we’ve received from our Lord in his house, his church.
‘To bless’ means ‘to speak well of, to give joy’. In the Bible it is used as a greeting: ‘May the Lord bless you’. What a wonderful way to greet someone or farewell someone. Many parents end their phone conversations to their children with ‘God bless you’. Jesus blesses even infants. Our Holy Communion cup is called ‘the cup of blessing’ (1 Corinthians 10:16) because it bestows on us every blessing Christ has won for us. Our reading from Romans 12 wants us to even bless those who have picked on us, ridiculed us or criticised us. ‘Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them’ (verse 14). To do so enables us to look on our critics with Christ’s love and ask God to bless them.
When we bless someone, we look on them with the loving eyes of our Lord. To bless someone is to commend them to the Lord so that he might work creatively in their lives. Our weekly worship ends on a note of divine blessing, so that we might be a blessing to all those we meet in the coming week. One of the ways this can be done is through the practice of hospitality. Christ never promised anyone a piece of cake, but many folks have been won for Christ by sharing a piece of cake with them in their Christian homes.

‘Extend hospitality to strangers.’ The word ‘stranger’ also means ‘guest’ in many languages. ‘Hospitality’ literally means ‘love of strangers, visitors, guests or newcomers’. The Early Church of the first and second centuries AD fostered a radical mixing of people across all classes and sectors of society. Barriers of class and race evaporated as Christians shared their homes with Christians of other races and classes. ‘In the new life there is no difference between Greeks and Jews, those who are circumcised and those who are not circumcised, or people who are foreigners, or Scythians. There is no difference between slaves and free people. But Christ is in all believers, and Christ is all that is important’ (Colossians 3:11). The more important Christ is to us, the easier we’ll find it to be friendly with others.
Christians who practise hospitality have found that they have invariably received more blessings than they have given to others. They’ve felt they have ‘entertained angels unawares’ (Hebrews 13:20). They have felt rewarded by their Lord out of all proportion to their efforts. To serve others in this way is a privilege, because you’re serving your Saviour, who invites you to his table to receive the blessings and benefits of his redemption. ‘I am among you as One who serves’ (Luke 22:27), your gracious Lord says to you. He serves us in his house of hospitality, so we can serve one another in the days ahead.
Hospitality is vital for the life of a congregation, as it makes newcomers and visitors feel at home. The Greek word for hospitality in the New Testament means ‘love for strangers’. Lutheran theologian, Marva Dawn, has found that churches that are welcoming, friendly and hospitable to visitors and newcomers, thrive. Style of worship, she says, isn’t the issue. Lack of hospitality is. Our faith challenges us to be other-centred, and put ourselves in the shoes of our visitors or new arrivals. How long they stay with us may depend on how quickly we invite them into our homes.

The Early Church saw hospitality as a superb form of outreach, a virtue to be practised by most of the church’s members, especially if resources were pooled and the burden shared. In his third letter, St John commends Gaius for his hospitality to Christians visiting from elsewhere. Jesus attaches an inordinate promise to the simplest act of hospitality: ‘And anyone who gives one of my most humble followers a cup of cool water, just because that person is my follower, will surely be rewarded’ (Matthew 10:42).

Hospitality is one of the outstanding expressions of Christian love mentioned in the Bible. What more concrete and personal expression of Christian love can we show? ‘Welcome one another, therefore, just as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God’ (Romans 15:7). Hospitality is a way of bringing the church into the home, and bringing the home into the church.

May our Lord be with you as you (1) pass his love onto others, (2) as you honour one another highly, and (3) bless those you meet or talk with, in his name. (4) In your practice of hospitality, respond eagerly to Christ’s desire to be a permanent guest in your home. ‘Listen! I am standing at the door, knocking’. Jesus says, ‘if you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to you and eat with you, and you with me’ (Revelation 3:20).

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus, our Lord. Amen. 

