The 15th Sunday after Pentecost
August 24, 2008
Text:  Romans 12:1-8
Sanctify us in your Truth, O Lord; your Word is truth. 

“Present your bodies,” the apostle Paul tells us, “present your bodies as a living sacrifice.”  I’m not so sure that’s the message which our day and age wants to hear.  Present our bodies!?!  Now….we might be more willing to give our….spirits?  Spirituality is a big and growing market here in America.

So give us sermons that ignite our spirit!  We want stuff that will give us lofty thoughts and lovely feelings.  After all, Monday through Friday we have to put up with a world that’s all too physical, with bills to pay and laundry to sort and lawns to mow.  So on Sundays we don’t want a heavy does of “physical religion.”  Rather, satisfy our craving for “spiritual things”…..give us “spiritual worship.”

Go to any bookstore and you will find shelf after shelf of “spiritual stuff”:

· Books on how to contact “the other side,” those spiritual beings who are just floating around out there, waiting for us to get in touch with them.

· Books on reincarnation:  how the spirit of each of us just keeps going on and on, first into this body and then into that body, going on and on, like some spiritual Energizer Bunny caught in a Groundhog Day movie!
And if you take a look at most of that spiritual literature in the bookstores, you will oftentimes find this common thread:  that the sole center of all meaning is the individual, in his or her autonomy, that the most important aspect of truth is not whether it actually happens to be true, but whether you personally feel it is true for you.

That particular spiritual path, people, is a lonely way to go.  You’ve maybe come across the Greek word id, which means “self,” and which Freud used to describe ourselves at our most significant.  That Greek word id, “self,” also happens to be the root for our word, “idiot”.  Left only to ourselves, there is very little self.  That spiritual path is a lonely way to go.

Paul confronted a similar kind of spirituality in the people he was writing to in Rome.  Those Romans with their mystery cults also emphasized spiritual worship:  “Our worship is spiritual,” they would say, “whereas you Christians fool around with everyday things like bread and wine and water and ethics.”

Romans would never say, “Present your bodies to God.”  To them what mattered was the spirit; the body was only a prison-house, something to be despised, even to be ashamed of.  But the Christian message which Paul preached was different:  our body belongs to God just as much as our soul and spirit; we serve God just as well with our body as with our mind and spirit.
After all, isn’t that what the incarnation is all about?  The marvelous good news that God became flesh and was born with a human body?  This is a physical flesh-and-blood faith that you and I are a part of!

A Moravian Church official – the folks who publish our daily Scripture text readings – a Moravian church official came out with a good flesh and blood line a few years back when we ELCA Lutherans entered into a fellowship agreement with the Moravian Church.  “We are all related by blood,” he said, “but it is not our own.”  Of course!  It’s the blood of Jesus Christ that makes us related!  This is a flesh-and-blood faith that we are a part of!

So Paul has no difficulty using the imagery of sacrifice here.  And that, Paul says, is at the heart of being a Christian.  Nobody comes to God without cost.  That “sacrifice” being laid upon the altar of God is you.
With that kind of physical language, Paul focuses our thoughts on things of the body, on flesh and blood.  It is not just your spirit that God is interested in….it is your whole being:  body, mind, and spirit.  You are to be transformed, Paul says, not into some flitting spirit separated from the world, but you are to be transformed into task-accepting members of the Body of Christ, the church community, doing the bodily work of Christ in the world.
He even spells out some of those fleshly, bodily, worldly tasks that Christians are called to do:  if you can teach Sunday School, then do so….just do it.  If you have a bundle of cash, then give it….just do it.  We Christians are the “just do it” folks.

I wonder if that was Peter’s problem at first:  that he could talk a good line, but he couldn’t “just do it.”  Oh, it is indeed a very good line that Peter talks today in our Gospel.  When Jesus asked his disciples, “Who do you say that I am?” Peter responded, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”

Now we have called that Peter’s confession.  But technically it isn’t a confession.  At that time when Peter spoke it, it was still theoretical; it didn’t obligate him; it didn’t commit Peter to any particular action.  It was spoken among the 12 disciples, all of them like-minded.  It cost him nothing to say it.
But a few months later, what Peter should have said in the courtyard of the high priest, but three times failed to say and actually denied while the cock crowed twice….now that would have been confession!  When it was just he and Jesus and the disciples, then Peter was able to make high, lofty claims:  “You are the Messiah!”  But when it came to putting his body on the line, in the high priest’s courtyard, when it came to something more than just good spiritual thoughts, then he couldn’t do it, he faltered.  When it came to just doing it, he didn’t.

But after Easter, and especially after the gift of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost, then Peter is given the power to “just do it.”  In Acts chapters 4 & 5, then we read how Peter is able to walk up to the high priest himself and the elders and the scribes and make his confession that “Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of the living God!”  Peter was empowered to present his body as a living sacrifice.

And that’s what you and I are called to do as well:  to confess Jesus Christ by putting our bodies on the line.  That’s what makes it confession….when it obligates us, when it commits us to action, when we give words to our faith especially before those who do not share it.  Then it becomes confession; then it is a presentation of our bodies as a living sacrifice.

Next Sunday, the fifth Sunday of August, we will have another Fifth Sunday Faith Sharing.  This time Mike Burck will share bits and pieces of his faith story with us.  And technically, you see, that won’t be confession.  Because he will be doing it here, in a safe place, among like-minded folks.

The question is, whatever Mike will say among us next Sunday, does he also say it Monday through Friday, when he is out there in the world, not among like-minded folks, where it is not safe, where he would be putting his body on the line?
Now I don’t mean to single out Mike, because this is the job which all of us have been called to.  It is our Christian job description:  “You shall be my witnesses,” Jesus says.  You shall be my confessors.  If need be, you shall be my martyrs.

I said I didn’t want to single out Mike Burck.  But then again, maybe I do.  And I want to single you out, _______, and you, _______.  And every single one of us.  Isn’t that what Jesus did?  Singling out his disciples for their response to his question, “Who do you say that I am?”

How are we able to do that?  How can we be so empowered to put our bodies on the line, to present them as a living sacrifice, to make our Christian confession?  Well, we here in Colorado had an amazing example of that some years ago in the shootings at Columbine High School.  Cassie Bernall was one who was lifted up as a martyr.  But there were others, too:  17-year-old Rachel Scott, whom the shooters killed apparently simply because she had a Bible, shooting her first in the leg and then taunting her to “Go, be with God now” before killing her.
There were two other Columbine students who were also confessors on that day, but who survived.  The shooters mocked 18-year-old Valeen Schnurr for believing in Christ, and when she tried to tell them that they would be able to stop killing if they too believed, they left her with permanent nerve damage from nine wounds.  17-year-old Kacey Ruegsegger survived after being shot in the face and shoulder for being a believer.

How?  How were Valeen & Kacey able to do it, to put their bodies on the line, to present their bodies as a living sacrifice?  How?  Paul tells us in the opening sentence of our text:

I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice.

How?  By the mercies of God!  It is not our own doing, it is a grace, it is a gift that comes to us from God.  Even Peter’s spiritual confession in our Gospel was not his own doing:  Flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, Peter, but my Father in heaven.  It is all God’s mercy, it is grace, it is all gift.

And that’s what the “therefore” is all about too.  It points back to Paul’s whole argument in his Letter to the Romans, where he has already talked about Christ’s sacrificial death on the cross.  Because Jesus Christ has sacrificed his own self on the cross for you, therefore you are empowered to make a sacrificial giving of your own self.  It’s all grace, it’s all gift, it’s all mercy.
Paul also gives a third answer to this “how” question, how can we present our bodies as a living sacrifice?  We can do it because we are not alone…because we have been joined to Christ and to Christ’s Body, the Church.  By ourselves, we are nothing….we are idiots!  This community, the body of Christ, the church, is a community of support and empowerment.  The very same Body of Christ which empowered Cassie Bernall and Rachel Scott and Valeen Schnurr and Kacey Ruegsegger.

That is my aim this morning:  to invite you to make a sacrifice of yourself, not by putting $50 or $100 in the offering plate, but by putting your body up on that altar.

And please realize this:  even though we have spoken this morning about Christians who died in giving their witness to Jesus Christ, that’s not really Paul’s main emphasis.  Paul’s not talking about martyrs here; Paul is talking about a living sacrifice.  Will you and I give our whole lives to Jesus Christ right now, whether it causes our death or not?
Oh, that is a dangerous transformation we are aiming for, is it not?  As one by one our fingers are pulled loose from their tight grip upon ourselves.  Because you see, the hard truth is, not if we will give our lives, but to whom we will give them.  Many people are already offering up themselves on lesser altars, before smaller gods.

I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God.

