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“Reading Romans: United”
Romans 12:1-2, 9-18 August 19, 2018

In the summer of 2008, just before our wedding, Sara and I drove 
to Dahlonega, in the mountains of north Georgia to hear John 
McCutcheon, a world-renowned hammered dulcimer player, and 
folk singer. Sara and I were the novices in the crowd that night, which 
consisted almost entirely of older men and women who had been 
listening to McCutcheon throughout his long career. At one point, he 
looked out at the audience and noted with appreciation, that he could 
play all night since no one in this crowd had babysitters at home. One 
of the evening’s highlights was the song titled, “Kindergarten Wall”, 
in which McCutcheon describes how the most important lessons 
of his life were all contained in a poem that hung on the wall of his 
kindergarten classroom. Picture the scene: a room full of seasoned 
adults, singing together the simple words of the chorus:

Of all you learn here remember this the best: 
Don’t hurt each other and clean up your mess 
Take a nap every day, wash before you eat 
Hold hands, stick together, look before you cross the street 
And remember the seed in the little paper cup: 
First the root goes down and then the plant grows up! i

At the end of the song, there was applause, there was laughter, 
and there were even some teary eyes—as we all reflected on these 
basic rules that offer needed wisdom for we adults as well. In fact, 
McCutcheon’s final verse says exactly that:

But lately I’ve been worried as I look around and see 
An awful lot of grown-ups acting foolish as can be 
I’m sure we’d all be better off if we would just recall 
That little poem hanging on the kindergarten wall

I thought of that song as I read this morning’s passage, the next in 
our journey through Paul’s letter to the Romans. Doesn’t Paul’s catalog 
of Christian behavior read like a list of rules taped on the classroom 
wall? It sounds like something a parent might tell you as you leave 
home for the first time; now remember this, and the list begins. 

Paul begins this chapter with words that signal a transition in 
the overall scope of the letter. After eleven chapters of trenchant, 
weighty theological reflection, the author turns to action. “I appeal to 
you, therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God….” As my 
wonderful New Testament professor Charlie Cousar used to say (with 
a twinkle in his eye), whenever you see a “therefore” in Paul’s letters, 
you need to ask, “what’s it...there for?” 

In Romans 12, “therefore” moves the letter from explanation to 
exhortation. Paul is saying, “because you believe everything that I have 
written about God’s love and grace in Christ, here is what you should 
do. And then he begins his utterly exhausting Christian moral code, a 
kind of laundry list for ethical living. All of the great Christian virtues 

make the inventory: love, hope, joy, peace, patience. One could be 
forgiven for thinking that Paul has simply thrown everything but the 
kitchen sink into this sweeping collection of commandments.

But Paul’s list is not random, just as the poem on the kindergarten 
wall was not arbitrarily crafted. There is, I believe, an organizing 
principle, a common thread that holds all of these instructions 
together. Listen again: Love one another. Outdo one another in 
showing honor. Contribute to the needs of the saints. Rejoice 
with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. Live peaceably 
with all. Did you catch the theme running through this list? All of 
these instructions concern how we are to live with one another in 
community. This, then, is a list of rules for life in the human race, 
where we will inevitably and often encounter other human beings.

Paul could have included, “Don’t hurt each other, clean up your 
mess, hold hands, stick together”, but he didn’t have the opportunity 
to attend kindergarten. Still, Paul knows what any kindergarten 
teacher would affirm, the most important lessons to remember have to 
do with social ethics, how to live in harmony with one another. 

These verses are neatly divided into two distinct sections; the first 
focuses on life within the community of faith, the second centers on 
how Christians are to live in the secular world. Both provide powerful, 
timely direction for Christians who live, as the Roman church did, in a 
time of deep division in the church and uncertainty in the surrounding 
world. Does it sound familiar? 

To be a Christian in Rome was to be part of a brand-new religious 
sect, one that was comprised of a nearly equal number of Jews and 
Gentiles. Though it began as an entirely Jewish movement, by the time 
this new movement had reached the imperial city of Rome, there had 
been many new converts from pagan and polytheistic religions. In 
Rome, and in cities throughout the empire, this caused controversy. 
Who was to be included in the community? All of Paul’s churches 
struggled with this issue. To the congregation in Galatia, Paul wrote so 
eloquently, “there is no longer Jew nor Greek, there is no longer slave 
or free, there is no longer male and female, for all of you are one in 
Christ Jesus. In Rome, Paul urges the Christians to live as one united 
community, in genuine love and mutual affection. 

It is a message tailor-made for a divided church in a troubled world. 
In just such a time as this, Paul’s message is to care for one another, 
to pray for one another, to talk to one another, and perhaps most 
importantly to listen to one another. God forbid that we ever become 
so puffed up with pride that we forget to listen to brothers and sisters 
who do not agree with us. Or, as Paul would have it, God forbid that 
we ever say to another member of the body of Christ, “I have no need 
of you.” We must be a true community—weeping, rejoicing, and 
listening with and to one another.

A few years ago the author George Saunders delivered the 
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convocation speech at Syracuse University. The message he delivered 
to thousands of young people on the precipice of newness a fresh 
opportunity is one that we can all hear again and again. After 
describing many adventures, embarrassments and even failures about 
which he has no regret, Saunders said:

But here’s something I do regret: In seventh grade, this new kid 
joined our class.  In the interest of confidentiality, her Convocation 
Speech name will be “Ellen.”  Ellen was small, shy.  She wore these 
blue cat’s-eye glasses that, at the time, only old ladies wore.  When 
nervous, which was pretty much always, she had a habit of taking a 
strand of hair into her mouth and chewing on it.

So she came to our school and our neighborhood, and was mostly 
ignored, occasionally teased (“Your hair taste good?” – that sort of 
thing).  I could see this hurt her.  I still remember the way she’d look 
after such an insult: eyes cast down, a little gut-kicked, as if, having 
just been reminded of her place in things, she was trying, as much as 
possible, to disappear.  After a while she’d drift away, hair-strand still 
in her mouth.  At home, I imagined, after school, her mother would 
say, you know: “How was your day, sweetie?” and she’d say, “Oh, 
fine.”  And her mother would say, “Making any friends?” and she’d go, 
“Sure, lots.”

Sometimes I’d see her hanging around alone in her front yard, as if 
afraid to leave it.

And then – they moved.  That was it.  No tragedy, no big final 
hazing. One day she was there, the next day she wasn’t. End of story.

Now, why do I regret that?  Why, forty-two years later, am I still 
thinking about it?  Relative to most of the other kids, I was actually 
pretty nice to her.  I never said an unkind word to her.  In fact, I 
sometimes even (mildly) defended her. But still.  It bothers me.

So here’s something I know to be true, although it’s a little corny, 
and I don’t quite know what to do with it: What I regret most in my 
life are failures of kindness. 

Those moments when another human being was there, in front 
of me, suffering, and I responded…sensibly.  Reservedly.  Mildly. Or, 
to look at it from the other end of the telescope:  Who, in your life, 
do you remember most fondly, with the most undeniable feelings 
of warmth? Those who were kindest to you, I bet. It’s a little facile, 
maybe, and certainly hard to implement, but I’d say, as a goal in life, 
you could do worse than: “Try to be kinder.”ii

This revival of kindness could begin within the Christian 
community. But it must not end there. According to Paul, the world 
has been turned upside-down by the radical love of God in Jesus 
Christ. Therefore the lives of Christians must be a demonstration 
of this change to the surrounding world. It appears to have worked. 
Writing about 100 years later in another Roman province, the 
early church theologian Tertullian, described the labels placed on 
Christians by the larger culture: “See, they say, how they love one 
another…how they are ready even to die for one another...”iii Imagine 
if these were the labels given to people of faith today…see how those 
Christians love another. Is this not more central than tearing one 
another down or posturing for publicity and power?

Paul commands the Christians in Rome to act in ways that are 
counter-cultural to a society fixated on strength and power. He urges 
them to demonstrate the unity that is God’s gift to us. If the church is 

united in words and acts of love, the world notices. Transformation is 
possible. 

When Sara was directing new church development in Georgia, 
her ministry allowed her to engage the diverse array of immigrant 
fellowships in greater Atlanta. In an effort to unite these diverse 
communities and connect them to the other churches in the 
Presbytery, she organized service days—we would plant vegetables, 
weed flower beds, paint walls, organize closets, refurbish worship 
spaces and nurseries clean toys, share a meal, and play games with an 
incredibly diverse group of Presbyterians from all over the city and 
around the world. We were there because we had been called together 
to serve, and Christians from profoundly different backgrounds 
and perspectives answered the call. The work that was accomplished 
was impressive, but the deeper goal was the gift of connection, the 
conversations that begin when you are painting a wall next to a 
stranger, the friendships built around tables, the community created on 
the basketball court. See how those Christians can love one another. 

After one of those events, when Sara and I were packing up to leave, 
one of my new friends, Jeffrey, a teenager from Ghana with a fantastic 
jump shot and a wide smile, chased us down. “You need to come back 
to our church,” he said, “This was so much fun. And, I can teach you 
how to shoot like me.” We hugged, and I walked toward the car with 
tears in my eyes. The next day, in thoroughly 21st Century fashion, 
Jeffrey and I became Facebook friends. On my wall, there was a photo 
of the whole group from the day before gathered together in the gym 
at Memorial Drive Presbyterian Church. Below it, Jeffrey posted a 
comment: “Best day of my life.” My how those Christians can love one 
another when they choose to be united. I “liked” that comment. Amen. 

__________________________
i For lyrics and more information on John McCutcheon, see his website:  

www.folkmusic.com
ii http://6thfloor.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/07/31/george-saunderss-advice-to-

graduates/?_r=1&
iii Tertullian, The Apology. Kessinger Publishing Company, 2004. pp 54-56.


