Romans 12: 9-21
In life, what beat do you march to or what tune do you dance to? Well, if you lived in the time of St Paul if you lived in the era of the original recipients of his letter; if you lived in the Mediterranean world of two thousand years ago there would be no doubt in your mind as to who provides the dominant beat regulating our march though life: it is the Roman empire. 
The imperial beat is a violent, military drum beat. Rome’s legions have conquered lands from Britain in the West to Syria in the East. They rigidly enforce conformity to their rule: heavy taxes for all; economic penalties or beatings for the insolent, crucifixion for those deemed dangerous. Rome also promotes beliefs, attitudes and practices that prevalent in countries throughout the empire: the worship of many gods, as long as such gods smile upon the imperial vision of Roman destiny. All societies are ordered through complex hierarchies where all know who is above or below them in, giving honour to the greater, perhaps bestowing gifts on the lower in return for loyalty.

The challenge confronting Paul and his fellow Christians is how to live in such a society whilst also living out their lives as followers of Jesus. The answers that Paul offers in his day are answers that are worthy of our consideration in our day. You might wonder, that’s the sort of thing a preacher is expected to say but can that really be true? Does Paul’s situation really speak to ours? What could living in this country today have to do with Paul’s attempts to be a follower of Jesus whilst living in what was known as the most powerful nation on earth? 
This is country has a different history and different values to the Roman Empire. It is a robust democracy in which the Christian faith, instead of being a small religious sect of dubious social and political standing is regarded as the very pillar of respectability. Historically it was part of the very warp and weft of how the nation was constructed. At the same time,  in this country, rather than one’s religion being a measure of one’s allegiance to the state, there exists that clear separation, designed as a safeguard to every person in their roles both as citizens and believers.
Yet, there are some similarities. Like Rome, the values and practices of this country are exported across the world – culturally in its television shows and under the golden arches of its fast food restaurants. Then there is its technological and economic might (and I’m not just talking about Bill Gates and Microsoft). And no list would be complete without a mention of American political and military clout in the early twenty-first century. Before we get carried away with this list making, either in praise or criticism of the most powerful nation on earth, whether that be Rome or the USA, remember that any society, that every society (including this society) contains values and practices that followers of Jesus should affirm and some that we will find uncomfortable. How do we become sensitized to those aspects of our own society we wish to affirm and those with which we  as Christians should feel uncomfortable? 

For Paul this becomes possible when we ponder upon our own identity as a church and live that out in particular actions. This is an idea that might be introduced by an American voice. After all, it was Henry David Thoureau who said

If a man does not keep pace with his companions, perhaps it is because he hears a different drummer. Let him step to the music which he hears, however measured or far away.
Paul invites Christian men and women like you and me not to depend totally upon the the prevailing cultural beat for our understanding of how to live life but to create a setting, a community in which a different beat or music can be heard, the wisdom of God that comes through the Hebrew scriptures and the teaching of Jesus. In other words Paul challenges us to take the risk of being part of something that is out of step with the society that surrounds it. Paul launches into a list of attitudes and practices that should give the church in Rome its character. Within your church Paul says, let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; love one another with a mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honour. Then follows zeal, service to the Lord, ardour, patience and perseverance.
Let’s take a moment to consider honouring one another. In the Roman era you honoured someone publicly because they had achieved something or because they given you something and you were under a social obligation to reward them, Or perhaps you wanted something from someone then you might publicly honour them in order to put them in your social debt. This could happen at as simple a level as inviting someone to dinner and placing them at a prominent position in the seating arrangements at table. Hence stories Jesus tells of feasts given and the horror when he chooses to eat with sinners and tax collectors.

Paul declares that in the church of Jesus Christ things are different: love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honour, he says.

What does that look like in the church setting? Paul challenges us to act positively to display mutual affection and honour one another. A moment of fellowship, sharing of the peace, for example is not an opportunity to greet friends, is not a chance to be seen with a church’s prominent personality. It is a time to greet any and all, whatever their perceived standing in the church or in the wider community.
Or take another example. Do not repay anyone evil for evil … never avenge yourselves. There’s a word to ponder amongst the conflicts that surface every so often in church life, conflicts that Paul was no stranger to.  

Then comes the even greater challenge. The moment when we take these experiences and these insights out into our society and find that that we may have become a little out of step with some of the values and ideals that we normally take for granted: that those who achieve – educationally, economically, socially - are the ones who should be recognized and honoured. In another aspect of life it is taken as read that anyone who attacks me or my nation, does evil towards us, must know that they will be repaid in full measure, we will avenge ourselves and there will be no waiting around for the Lord to do this on our behalf.

Of course there is no simple connection between the words of Paul and the complexities of and challenges facing Western society in the early twenty-first century. We should wish to honour excellence as long as we take care also to remember those who do not excel, which by the very nature of excellence means most of us most of the time. What we practice or proclaim as individuals or as a church community must then be interpreted by those who carry responsibility for the safety of a nation and the security of its citizens. Yet there is great value in having a place where mutual affection and honour are practiced, where evil is not repaid for evil, a place where, however imperfectly, we can experience an alternative vision. Out of such experiences in the church setting we find the resources to question what everyone thinks is universal common sense but actually just turns out to be the way we currently do things around here. We are both challenged and resourced to attempt to apply these values in our everyday work, study, friendships and relationships, living peaceably with all, not being overcome with evil but attempting to overcome evil with good.
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