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Kathryn Z. Johnston The Apostle Paul, Politics, Romans 12:1-8 
August 1, 2021 & the Pandemic: Why It’s Okay to Not Be Okay  
 
Deuteronomy 6:4-9 
Hear, O Israel: The LORD is our God, the LORD alone. You shall love the LORD your God with all 
your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. Keep these words that I am 
commanding you today in your heart. Recite them to your children and talk about them when you 
are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise. Bind them as a sign on 
your hand, fix them as an emblem on your forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your 
house and on your gates. 
 
Romans 12:1-8 
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, which is your spiritual worship. Do not be conformed 
to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is 
the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect.  
 
For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of yourself more highly than 
you ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that 
God has assigned. For as in one body we have many members, and not all the members have the 
same function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members one 
of another. We have gifts that differ according to the grace given to us: prophecy, in proportion to 
faith; ministry, in ministering; the teacher, in teaching; the exhorter, in exhortation; the giver, in 
generosity; the leader, in diligence; the compassionate, in cheerfulness. 
 
The Story of God for the children of God… thanks be to God. 
 
May I be happy… 
May I be healthy… 
May I be safe… 
May I be at peace… 
 
This is the way the theme song for this year’s Vacation Bible School begins. The name of the 
song? LovingKindness. 
The name of the VBS program? Compassion Camp. 
 
By the end of a wonderful week with beautiful children and volunteers, I was wishing we could 
put the whole world through a Compassion Camp. 
 
May I be happy… 
May I be healthy… 
May I be safe… 
May I be at peace… 
 
Admittedly at first it struck me as a bit odd, that the whole thing started with “I statements.” 
 
May I be happy and healthy. 
May I be safe and at peace. 
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A case could be made that this is one of the challenges of this world right now – too many “I” 
statements – too much focus on the individual – me, myself, and I – and not enough on the 
community – them, us, and we. 
 
You all hear me preach on this quite a bit. I’ve admitted to you all before that I really only have 
three sermons: 

1) You are a beloved child of God. 
2) They are beloved children of God. 
3) Do something. 

 
Our passage today from the letter to the Romans has the Apostle Paul hitting all three. He is 
such a show-off. To him being an individual in Christ versus being a community in Christ is not 
an “either/or” – it is a “both/and.” 
 
 I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sister, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a 
living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. Do not be conformed 
to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is 
the will of God – what is good and acceptable and perfect. 
 
He is writing to a group, but he is calling out individuals.  
Do you want to love your God with all of your heart and soul and might? 
 Then present your bodies as a living sacrifice. 
 
How very touchy-feely of Paul, talking about our bodies like that. This is the guy that takes us to 
such spiritual heights: neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things 
to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to 
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord (8:31-39). 
 
That’s some heady stuff – some eternal life-everlasting resurrection, soul lifting stuff. 
Why bring our bodies into it? 
Our bodies… are… well, quite frankly, they can be a bit disappointing. 
 
I used to be athletic. Last week, I pulled a muscle in my leg… writing a sermon. Seriously, I sat 
too long with my leg in a bad position, and I’ve been limping to varying degrees ever since. 
 
It gets lamer… (pun very much intended)… I was starting to feel a little better, but then I re-
injured it… playing Mah Jongg… you know, the game with tiles and four people sitting around a 
table play? 
 
Our bodies can be very disappointing. Why would the Apostle Paul even bring them up? 
 
Because we can’t just live in the “what is hoped for and yet to come” when our bodies – for 
better or worse - are in the “right now.” Paul never forgets that we are embodied creatures. 
Everything we think, say, or do, we do in a body. Presenting our bodies means staying aware 
each day that our body is the primary location in which we actually express our heart, soul, 
strength, and mind.  
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If we want to know our inmost motives and values, all we have to do is look at what we do each 
day in our bodies. Every day in all the places we go, all the things we do, all the websites we log 
onto, and all the decisions and recommendations we make, we are presenting our bodies.  
Over time these choices and actions create a body of work (again, pun very much intended) – 
and this is the body that Paul is talking about. 
 
I’m going to go a little deeper on you here, so stay with me… this church, this preacher, are part 
of the Reformed tradition. This means that a key part of our understanding of our relationship 
with God, is that we cannot earn salvation: justification by faith, not by works. 
 
I’m jumping ahead a bit to our next sermon series entitled: Dog(ma) Days of Summer that begins 
on August 15th – but bear with me. 
 
God loves us – period.  
There is nothing we can do that separates us from the love of Jesus Christ – period. 
God loves us no matter what. 
 
In chapter 12, in these eight verses from Romans, we are being show the difference between 
the Reformed tradition and the Evangelical tradition and the Catholic tradition. 
 
In the Reformed tradition, we do not do good works because they earn us salvation. 
We do good works, as a response to our salvation already promised. 
 
In this passage, the Apostle Paul is saying – you are loved and have been given the full mercy of 
God. (Sermon #1 – you are a beloved child of God). 
Therefore: present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your 
spiritual worship. Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your 
minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God – what is good and acceptable and perfect. 
 
(Sermon #3 – do something.) 
 
Then he moves to Sermon #2 – they are beloved children of God. 
 
Remember the VBS song? 
The next verse goes like this: 
 
May you be happy… 
May you be healthy… 
May you be safe… 
May you be at peace… 
 
We do not just exist as lone individuals in this world (I alone). We exist as members of the body 
of Christ (you and you and you and you and…all of us). 
 
For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of yourself more highly than 
you ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that 
God has assigned. For as in one body we have many members, and not all the members have the 
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same function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members one 
of another. We have gifts that differ according to the grace given to us… 
 
I gave a sneak peek to the next sermon series, but let me get back into the current one – Why It’s 
Okay to Not Be Okay. 
 
One of the reasons why it’s okay to not be okay, is because we are a part of a greater community 
of faith and you – as an individual - do not have to carry it all by yourself or all of the time. 
 
Now anyone who knows me, knows that this falls into the category of “take my advice, I am not 
using it.” 
 
But I am trying… because I know that relying only on myself is a measure of arrogance. No less 
than the Apostle Paul calls us out on this behavior. He writes: For by grace given to me I say to 
everyone among you not to think of yourself more highly than you ought to think… 
 
Look around you, there are others who can help carry you through, and who may even do a 
better job of it because that’s where their gifts lie and not yours. 
 
We have watched this dynamic play out over the past week with the United States Women’s 
Gymnastics Team. 
 
My guess is you have heard by now that the #1 gymnast in the world, Simone Biles, pulled out 
of the individual vault and uneven bars at the Olympics. This morning I saw that she pulled out 
of the individual floor event and we’ll find out soon if she feels well enough to compete in the 
individual balance beam. 
 
You probably also know that after completing one vault she pulled herself out of the all-around 
team competition. A decision that had everyone who can’t even complete a cartwheel going for 
her throat; calling her a quitter and other things that are not repeatable from this pulpit. 
 
I admit, I have not been following the Olympics as much as I usually do this year, and my 
knowledge about gymnastics comes from the videos I see posted every once in a while showing 
some amazing flip or floor routine that absolutely defies gravity and all common sense that 
Simone Biles has achieved in the past. I knew that she checked out of the hospital back in 2018 
when she had kidney stones because her team needed her in order to win the World 
Championships. And I know that my slight muscle pull in my leg is NOTHING compared to the 
pain that gymnasts just basically accept as part of the price they pay in order to achieve elite 
status. 
 
So I was really surprised when I heard that she had pulled out of the team competition. But the 
thing is… you can mind over matter a lot of physical pain. You cannot mind over matter, when it 
is the mind itself that is causing you the pain. Mental pain, mental anguish – is real pain. It’s real 
anguish. 
 
Simone’s struggles were already starting to show at the Olympic Trials. She fell off of the 
balance beam – she literally never does that. In Tokyo, she struggled on the floor exercise and 
the balance beam, and then when she went to the vault in the finals she attempted the first one 
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and according to experts was very fortunate to have caught herself on the landing without 
seriously injuring herself. The announcer in the moment said, “it looked like she… almost got 
lost in the air.” 
 
Simone Biles, the greatest gymnast we have ever seen, a woman who has put the entire team on 
her back before, realized that she couldn’t go. In fact, the selfish move, would have been for her 
to stay in the competition thinking that only she could do it. 
 
The microphones picked her up telling her teammates, “I’m sorry. I love you guys… but you’re 
going to do just fine. You guys have trained your whole entire lives for this. It’s fine. I’ve been to 
an Olympics. I’ll be fine…. You guys can do this. I don’t want to jeopardize a medal for you. You 
guys take it from here.” 
 
For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of yourself more highly than 
you ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that 
God has assigned… 
 
In that moment, with a struggling Simone Biles, the gymnastics team would not have won a 
medal. Her scores would have been too low, takin the entire team down. Because of her 
willingness to not think of herself more highly than she ought and her choice to trust the 
community around her, they all won a medal. 
 
None of us can do it all. 
No single community can do it all, either. 
 
But by relying on one another and the individual gifts we have been given, God empowers each 
community to do all it is called to do in its context… according to the grace given to us. 
 
God invites us to allow this grace to transform us, to renew us, and to set us in motion and point 
us all toward what is good and acceptable and perfect.  
 
May I be happy… 
May I be healthy… 
May I be safe… 
May I be at peace… 
 
May you be happy… 
May you be healthy… 
May you be safe… 
May you be at peace… 
 
Amen. 


