Romans 14: 1-12
A businesswoman once told me how her work took her away from home to another town over the weekend. On the Sunday morning she chose to visit a church near her hotel. Welcomed at the door and handed a service sheet, she proceeded into the sanctuary where she sat down. A few moments after she was seated one of the couple sitting directly behind her reached forward and tapped her on the shoulder. You’re sitting in Bill Smith’s seat. Well, as you can imagine, she was more than a little unhappy at this greeting but she rose, moved along a few chairs, and having checked that this was not anyone’s particular place, she sat down again and quietly seethed all way through the rest of the service. Her annoyance, however, grew into indignation as Bill Smith failed to show up for worship that morning and his seat remained unoccupied. At the end of the service she put on her best insincere smile and said to the couple I see Bill didn’t make it to worship today. I do so hope he isn’t unwell. Oh no, came the reply, he’s not unwell. He died three years ago.

Always remember, in the life of the church trivia matters: that you must get to sit in your place each Sunday even when many others are available is but one example. I don’t know for sure how things are here but where I come church life is beset by big arguments over small matters. Some of the worst are over church furniture and decoration but they are not confined to that. At other times it’s about the precise timing and detail of worship style and content. On one occasion I know of a row that started when a member of the congregation declined to receive bread and wine at communion served by hands whose fingers were adorned with red nail polish. In another congregation the big argument was over whether a worship leader should ever be seen wearing dangly ear rings.
If you can’t see a big difference between 10.30 and 10.45; if you don’t worry where the offertory appears in worship; if you don’t remember what the preacher said never mind what they wore once you’ve left church then it is easy to smile at such situations (unless you find you or your church caught up in one). It is easy to dismiss all of this as mere trivia, unworthy of out time and attention. But before we do that, here’s another story about church seating, this time from the Christian writer Carl Dudley. Carl Dudley tells of a family that included a teenage boy. Every Sunday they attended church together and every Sunday they sat together in their “family pew” on one side of the aisle. One day the boy decided upon an action to publicly declare he was no longer a mere child dependant on his parents but was growing into an independent adult. He stopped sitting with his parents each Sunday morning and he moved across the aisle to sit with his teenage friends instead. He was not the first and I’m sure he won’t be the last to do that! A couple of years later the young man was called up for military service in the Vietnam War and sadly he was never to return.  Following the death of his son the father then made a decision. He left the pew he had sat in for oh so many years and he also moved across the aisle so that he could sit with his son each Sunday.
We would do well to look at our church life to uncover those matters which whilst apparently trivial are in reality indications of things much more significant. When we are alert to this theme we become more sensitized to the importance of some of the things St Paul has to say to the Christians in Rome in this morning’s reading from the scripture. It might be natural just to skate over Paul’s curious declaration at the beginning of the passage that some believe in eating anything, while the weak [in faith] eat only vegetables. If, like me, you are married to one vegetarian and the father of another vegetarian, it is not only natural but wise to skate over that particular verse. Likewise, why bother ourselves with Paul’s pronouncement  that some judge one day to be better than another, while others judge all days to be alike. Paul may urge us concerning these things let all be fully convinced in their own minds but we wonder if it is really worth the time and the effort to come to a mind on mere matters of diet and timekeeping when surely there are other, far more significant things to be doing with our time and energies.
But by picking up on issues that sound trivial to our ears Paul implicitly invites us to think again, to look behind and beyond the apparently trivial situation and discover if something more important is at work, something significant in the social situation or sacred in the church setting. Paul is writing to a congregation, perhaps in reality a number of congregations, composed of those who have come to Christian faith from different backgrounds. Some have come from membership of or association with the Jewish people and their religion. Others have left the world of pagan religion in order to become followers of Jesus. To practise the Jewish faith involved following particular dietary requirements and the observation of particular festivals. Likewise pagan religious practice included special days and festivals and the sacrifice of animals to the gods whose meat was then available to be eaten. What appear to be merely questions of diet and timekeeping were actually occasions when “the rubber hit the road”, Christians had to work out what following Jesus really meant in everyday life. Did the Jewish festivals, particular days, continue to have significance for the followers of a Jew in a church which had started out as a Jewish reform movement? Does a Christian also have to be a Jew? Regarding meat from sacrifices at pagan festivals, if it is eaten in a purely social setting, at a family meal, or as a guest at a party has it been deprived of its religious significance or not? To what extent can a Christian be involved in the everyday life of a non-Christian society?
Implicitly, Paul invites us to recognize the wider implications of issues we at first sight consider trivial:  installing new stained glass windows in a sanctuary is not just about beautification but makes a statement against the traditional Protestant polemics concerning imagery and idolatry; how we schedule and design our worship reflects our viewpoints on how engage evangelistically with changes in contemporary culture; arguments over nail polish and dangly ear rings are really arguments about what leadership role is appropriate or permissible for a woman in the Christian church and in wider society.

So, the good news friends, is that some of the rows we have in church aren’t time wasted over trivia, but evidence of potential life and death struggles over issues that go to the heart of what it means to be a follower of Jesus today. At least it has the potential to be good news as long as we recognize the true nature of the argument that is going on. And the even better news is that as well as helping us to uncover reality Paul then goes on to offer us three guidelines to work through the situation.

First: put it in a divine perspective, or as Paul says we do not live to ourselves, and we do not die to ourselves … whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s. Many a needless church conflict could be avoided and others transformed if instead of asking “what do I want here’ or even “what do we want here” we replaced it with the question “what do we think God wants here”. Second: as much as is possible in the shared life of the congregation try to leave room to respect those who have different points of view. We try to discover God’s will together but we know we do not always agree on how that then works out in particular situations. To quote Paul again, those who observe the day … [and] those who eat … [do so] in honour of the Lord; while those who abstain, abstain in honour of the Lord.  Seeking God, respecting others we’ll take the truly trivial in our stride and engage seriously with the serious.  This leads us naturally to our third guideline: keep a proper sense of proportion in our discussion and dispute. Nothing in this church or any church lasts for ever but we work towards a time when all disputes and disagreements resolved, or to leave the last word to Paul who is in turn quoting the Hebrew prophet Isaiah, a time when:
As I live, says the Lord, every

Knee shall bow to me,

And every tongue shall give

Praise to God.
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