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Romans 12 

 
     A Fred Craddock story: “Used to have a kid down home who’d believe anything you’d tell him. 

You could say, ‘The schoolhouse burned down. We’re not having school tomorrow.’ ‘Oh boy!’ he’d say. 

He would believe it.” 

     “ ‘They are giving away free watermelons down at the town hall.’ ‘Really, free watermelons?’ 

He’d go running off.  

     “ ‘Did you know the President of the United States is coming to our town tomorrow?’ ‘He is? 

Really? I can’t wait!’  That kid believed just about anything. 

     “I remember once there was an evangelist came to our town. He said to that kid, ‘God loves 

you and cares for you and comes to you in Jesus Christ.’ And do you know what…that kid believed it. He 

actually believed it.”   

      “God loves you and cares for you, a love and care we Christians see most profoundly in Jesus 

of Nazareth.”  God loves you and cares for you. Do you believe it?  And if you do, does such faith make a 

difference in your life? What might it mean to be the beloved, to live as the beloved, to be a church that 

lives and serves and cares in the world as the beloved? 

     I want to think about that question with you today, because it would seem that there are a lot of 

folks out there who do not see the church or Christians as particularly good representatives of God’s 

love. The arrival of Hurricane Isaac led me to think back to Hurricanes Andrew and Katrina. I remember 

that in the midst of such terrible damage and suffering there were religious voices – such as Pat 

Robertson from TV’s 700 Club, but he wasn’t the only one – suggesting that these horrible storms 

represented God’s judgment, indeed God’s punishment, of an immoral New Orleans and indeed of an 

immoral United States that tolerated abortion, gay marriage, the teaching of evolution and had outlawed 

prayer in schools, among other things. Funny, I didn’t hear those same voices suggesting that hurricane 

and tropical storm, Isaac, had anything to do with God’s punishment as it passed by Tampa. But I don’t 

want to go there this morning.  

    Thinking back, there is no denying that the cultural warriors of the radical religious right won a 

number of battles.  Textbooks were changed to include the biblical account of creation, global warming 

was labeled a hoax, many laws were passed restricting gay marriage, and even more restrictive laws 

were passed concerning abortion and a woman’s right to choose, prohibiting abortion, even in cases of 

rape and incest. Recent comments of politicians make it clear that that struggle continues unabated. My 

goodness, now we are even debating contraception!  Yes, the radical religious right won a number of 

battles, elected a lot of public officials, gained huge political influence, even access to the White House, 

but they may have lost the war, and we may be losing it with them.  

     Do you recall when author, Ann Rice, announced that she was leaving Christianity and the 

church. She said, “Today, I quit being a Christian. I’m out. I remain committed to Christ as always, but not 

to being a Christian or to being part of Christianity. I refuse to be anti-feminist, anti-birth control, anti-

science, anti-life. In the name of Christ, I quit Christianity.”  

    Now it would be easy to dismiss her as just another angry, anti-church feminist. And I don’t like 

the way she includes me and us in her blanket condemnation of the church and people of faith. But, like it 

or not, agree with her or not, we need to hear her critique, because she has put into words what many of 

twenty and thirty somethings in this country increasingly believe about religion and church people, seeing 

us as intolerant, narrow, judgmental and mean-spirited. A few years ago, a survey of young adults by the 

Barna organization, found that those who are unchurched hold intensely negative views of Christianity: 

91 percent think that Christianity is “anti-homosexual”; 87 percent say that Christians are “judgmental”; 

85 percent say that Christians are “hypocritical”; 72 percent say that Christians are “out of touch with 

reality”. Only 41 percent say that Christianity is “genuine or real”.  Folks, we have some serious work to 

do. 

      Now, why am I sharing all this “downer” information about church with you on Launch Sunday 

of all days, a day of celebration in the life of our church, indeed a day when we celebrate our church 

community which we care about so very much.  Well, again, I share this because I believe we have some 

work to do.  I don’t know about you, but I am darned tired of apologizing for a church I’m not a part of; of 

having even intelligent people like Ann Rice associate me and our church with  an intolerant and narrow 

form of Christianity that I don’t believe in, and I suspect that most of you do not believe in. I know that we 

do not see eye to eye on all issues, that we won’t all vote for the same party or candidates, that some of 

us can’t wait to shop at the new CVS and others think it is an abomination. But intolerant, judgmental, 

narrow-minded, mean-spirited?…well, that just isn’t us.  That isn’t how we live and express our faith.  



 No, it is my fervent hope that we are, or at least are becoming, a church where we do seek, in the words 

of Paul, to “let love be genuine, hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; where we love one another 

with mutual affection and outdo one another in showing honor.” 

     Which leads me back to where I began today…believing we are God’s beloved, living as God’s 

beloved.  On this Launch Sunday, let us resolve that this is the direction we will go as we move into this 

new program year together...the direction of belovedness, the direction Paul outlines for us in Romans 

12. Because I believe that in these days when so many people seem to have such hard and distrustful 

feelings toward Christianity and the church, the path of the beloved can be the path toward acceptance, 

tolerance, openness and extravagant welcome, a path already walked for us by Jesus.     

     But let me pause for a moment and acknowledge that this path isn’t easy. Edythe Briggs, 

responding to my request for faith questions or concerns that could be the subject of sermons, asked, 

“Why is it so hard?  God is kind and loving and all that good stuff. And yet we still fail. We get angry, we 

hurt people, we fail to help when we know better. It just isn’t easy.”  She has a point.  

     Charlie Brown pays a visit to Lucy, the psychotherapist. He is seeking advice about life…five 

cents, please.   

     She says, “Life is like a deck chair, Charlie Brown. On the cruise ship of life, some people 

place their deck chair at the rear of the ship so that they can see where they’ve been.  Others place their 

deck chair at the front of the ship so that they can see where they’re going.  Which way is your deck chair 

facing, Charlie Brown?”   

     Without hesitating, he replies glumly, “I can’t even get my deck chair unfolded!”   

    Sound anything like your life? Charlie Brown and I are soul-mates. I wish I was always right 

about everything, but I’m not and more than I can count I do make mistakes.  I wish that my judgment 

was always perfect and my decisions always wise, but, yes, there are times when I am just plain wrong. I 

wish that I was always loving and understanding and forgiving of others, but there are times when anger 

flashes, impatience overcomes and I say and do things that are more hurtful than helpful. I am not 

perfect. I am human. I fall short of my high expectations and hopes for myself. So often, it seems, I can’t 

get my deck chair unfolded, and I get down on myself.  

     But, before beating up on myself too badly, I recall the story of a minister who had gone 

through a terrible, hurtful time with a congregation. Lots of conflict, many horrible things said and done. 

But when asked how he managed to keep his good humor and grace after having endured so much, he 

smiled and said, “I always fall back on my favorite scripture…The Lord is my shepherd, so what the hell!”   

     The Lord is my shepherd.  God’s power to redeem is so much greater than my power to 

destroy.  Always there is the grace of new beginnings, the hope that next time I can be better. In the 

words of that grand old preacher, Carlyle Marney, “From the very beginning we have been loved and 

cared for. We are the recipients of countless acts of love and mercy from others and from God.” Again, 

we are the beloved. And really to believe this, to trust this, can be so liberating. It can free us from the 

fear, intolerance and divisiveness that so often masquerade as religion these days. It can free us to 

accept ourselves and others just as we are. It can open us to the marvelous possibilities outlined for us in 

Romans 12…that every little act of faithfulness, every gesture of love, every word of forgiveness, every 

little bit of joy and peace will multiply and multiply as long as there are people to receive it…and that, 

even then, there will be leftovers.  Think loaves and fishes.  

     This is what I hope can happen in our life together as a community of faith in the year to come. 

Enough of all the bad news and negative statistics concerning church. Rather let us, even as we 

acknowledge all our many shortcomings, still dare to say yes to our own belovedness and to the 

belovedness of all God’s children. Let this be a place where we enlarge the human spirit and where our 

faith lifts us above the petty and trivial and narrow-minded and makes us curious and concerned for the 

human condition everywhere as together we seek to love God and reach out to serve human need.  

     Near the end of his tribute to his late wife, About Alice, essayist Calvin Trillin shares an 

experience that his wife had while volunteering at a camp for terminally ill children. Alice befriended a 

young girl, “a magical child who was severely disabled,” whom she remembered simply as “L”.  L was 

courageous and optimistic. One day while L was absorbed in a game of Duck, Duck, Goose, Alice 

spotted a letter that L’s parents had written her. She could not resist reading the first few lines: “If God 

had given us all the children in the world to choose from, L, we would only have chosen you.”  Alice 

passed the note to a fellow counselor, whispering breathlessly, “Quick. Read this. It’s the secret of life.”   

     Do you get it, do you believe, that in a similar way God delights in our presence?  God chooses 

us, chooses to cherish humanity and God never wavers in that decision. I – we – are the beloved. Our 

Creator is eternally mindful of each one of us. And so, let us resolve that we, who are made in the image 

of God, will be mindful of one another as together we walk the path of the beloved. It just might be the 

secret of life 


