Romans 10: 5-15
Today, I feel a strong sense of identification with St Paul. I don’t know what it is like for you, but for me that is an unusual feeling. It’s not that I’m unacquainted with Paul. I grew up in an Irish Presbyterian congregation that held a strong Evangelical theology and so in my childhood, in my youth and in my early adult years I both heard from St Paul and I heard about St Paul on a very frequent basis. From that period of my life comes my initial acquaintance with terms such as redemption, repentance, salvation, justification by faith, some of which surface in today’s reading from scripture:

If you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For one believes with the heart and so is justified, and one confesses with the mouth and so is saved. (10: 9-10)

In personal terms these years were a happy period of my life so its not as if I distance myself from Paul as a reaction to some early psychological or religious trauma associated with growing up in that congregation. For all that, I seldom feel as close to St Paul as I do today, here at Allisonville Christian Church, preaching to you.

You see, I don’t dislike or distrust St Paul, as some people, including some Christians, do. To take one example, I’d be the first to declare that sadly he was no feminist but on the other hand I’d observe that he lived in a different time and culture and in this letter to the Christians in Rome, as in some of his letters to other churches, he acknowledges women as signicant believers and fellow workers in the cause of Christ – Prisca, Mary and Julia to take but a few examples. Nor do I want to indulge in a form of spiritual one-upmanship, saying something like “O, Paul’s ok but Jesus is really the one for me”. No, for whatever the reason, and perhaps it is to do with me more than it is with Paul, I just don’t instinctively connect with the guy, except today things are a little different.
What makes things different today? Why this unusual fellow-feeling with St Paul? I suppose it is about a shared situation and a shared struggle. Paul and I(!) find ourselves addressing congregations with whom we have little previous relationship. Paul may have been the founder of many churches but not the one in Rome. He was acquainted with several of the people there and others in the Roman congregation would have heard about him but as a congregation they owed him nothing. He was coming to visit, perhaps wanting something from them and in this letter, this Epistle to the Romans, he commends himself to them, setting out his beliefs on a number of issues. 
And it is not easy to find the words, the language, to address a people with whom you have little previous relationship. How do you make yourself clear? How do you avoid misunderstandings or giving offence when you do not have a same pool of shared experiences to draw upon? The United Kingdom and the United States have been described as two nations divided by a single language but let me tell you it is more complicated than that. It starts as you sit in your aircraft on the runway at Gatwick Airport in London, England and the captain tells you that “we will be taking off momentarily”. For the Americans on board this means “we will be taking off in a moment’s time”. For the British passengers it means “we will be taking off for a moment of time” – a worrying thought when you had hoped to make it all the way across the Atlantic without touching down.
When you arrive in the USA you find it is even more complicated. The aeroplane which took off from England has become an airplane upon landing in Indianapolis; trousers have transformed into pants; potato crisps are now potato chips; what I know as chips are now fries; biscuits are now to be called cookies. Biscuits are talked about but here they look like the first cousin of the British scone and what the Americans believe to be scones are, well, something else again. And all of this before we even try to talk together about the Christian faith.

To use a couple of lines from the hymn O sacred head now wounded:

What language shall I borrow to thank Thee, dearest friend,
For this Thy dying sorrow, Thy pity without end? 

When I think about it we are all, Paul, you and I in a similar situation, engaged in a similar struggle. We are seeking to find the language that will explain clearly why we believe what we believe; language which is also capable of clearly communicating that belief to others. This is a challenge and call to Christians everywhere. It has existed since the earliest days of the Church, the Church in the time of Paul, the Paul whose writings to Rome call out to us across the centuries to confess with our lips that Jesus is Lord.
Of course not all communication is verbal communication. On occasions a facial expression or the posture of the a body will tell you as much or more about what someone thinks as any number of words that come out of his or her mouth (as many a preacher will know just by looking at the congregation halfway through the sermon). 
I once had the privilege of seeing this taken to the highest degree at a Christmas party. It was the staff Christmas party at the London HQ of the Royal National Institute for the Deaf, a non-governmental organization
working with and for deaf people. At the party one staff member sang a song she had composed that poked fun at the management. As she sang a deaf colleague stood beside her, simultaneously reading her lips and signing the words of the song to the audience. The colleague’s reputation as one of the great signers in the organization was truly justified. More than twenty years later I remember little of the content of the song but I do remember that it included the phrase “boiled beef and onions” [USE SIGN FOR ONIONS].
In terms of Christian witness we know that often do actions speak louder than words. A childhood Sunday School teacher may be remembered and valued not because they had a way with words but because they demonstrated love, gentleness, goodness, faith; what Paul would call fruits of the Spirit. A pastor is admired not for their mastery over difficult theological concepts but because she or he is able to deal lovingly with difficult people, demonstrating what it means for a Christian to be meek, gentle or longsuffering. . This is as it should be. When the hymn writer wants to “borrow a language” it is not to explain Jesus’ teaching (astounding though that is) but to somehow convey in words the profundity of Jesus’ action in accepting the pain and humiliation of the cross.

The Paul who wrote to Rome all those centuries ago will always be remembered not only for his words but for an active life devoted to Christ. Yet Paul’s words are important and I don’t want this sermon to end with any of us thinking we are excused the task of expressing our faith in words: if you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord is what Paul writes. British Christians face the traditional tasks of clarifying our beliefs and explaining them to those who come within the orbit of the church. The newer, perhaps greater challenge is to express our faith in words that remain true to the message shared by Paul and others in the ancient but living tradition of the church who spoke and wrote of the hope that is within us (1 Peter 3: 15). The words we choose must speak with clarity and power to a twenty-first century generation many of whom have minimal links to the Christian Church and no understanding of our traditional vocabulary.
Your American setting and our British setting differ here to a degree. In your society the proportion of those within or somehow connected with a Christian congregation is much greater than it is in England, the proportion of those completely outside its life at any part of their lives much smaller, but it is difference of degree and we both need to be able to find the right words to talk with these different groups of people, This then, is the challenge we share. My hope is that as we ponder on Paul’s words to Roman Christians over a number of Sundays in this month and next together we may discover some ways to put into words the faith we would share with each other and with others too. As St Paul would say:

Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved. But how are they to call on one in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in one of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone to proclaim him? (10: 13-14)
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