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A Homily by       “The Gift of Exhortation”
The Rev’d Jo Popham Tenth Sunday after Pentecost

August 21, 2011
Romans 12:1-8

Throughout Paul’s letter he uses the plural of you in Greek – he spoke to the members

of the new church referring to them as “you all” or y’all. Paul spoke southern. Who

knew? I was delighted in translating New Testament Greek for hours and hours every

night one semester in seminary to find that Paul used the Greek equivalent of the

southern “all y’all.”

How are we to determine the will of God for us all, for myself and for all y’all? I

mean, of course, the will of God for this community as well as individually? God wants

us to live fully, to live the good life, right? Is the Bible God’s instruction for living “the

good life?” Well, not entirely. The Bible is a collection of stories gathered in books that

tell of the lives of God’s people. And as humans God’s people were – and still are –

sometimes good and sometimes bad. The books of the Bible reflect our human nature.

That said, Paul’s Letter to the Romans may the closest we get to a practical guide on how

to be good Christians.

Worship is our offering and sacrifice to God. I like to believe that when we are not in

church, we are still offering our best to God as a constant sacrifice. But, whether we are

here in the pews at St. Andrew’s or whether we are praying and offering ourselves to God

in the sanctuary of nature or in a home where loved ones gather, we are being obedient to

God’s will for us. Because, you see, we Christians have a different mindset – a different

world-view. God has given us certain gifts to offer to one another and to the world. By

grace we are given gifts. Some are given the gift of prophecy, in proportion to faith.

Some are equipped to be ministers, the fruit of their gift shown in their ministering.

Others are given the gift to be teachers, their work shines forth in their teaching. There
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are those who are endowed to be generous givers and to distribute the alms of the people

and others who are called to be leaders, and diligent in their leading. And some have been

gifted with the ability to be compassionate, offering cheer to those in need.1

But today let us think about the exhorter, for in exhortation we hear the word of God

proclaimed in worship and in living in the world. Paul said, and I reiterate, Brothers and

sisters… we must present our best to God as spiritual worship. So that we may be remade

– often again and again – we must not live in the world. My friends, we are called to be in

the world but not of it. In the first century, the Jews made a distinction between this era –

this world – and the era to come – the world to come. The early Christian church adopted

this thinking. But for Paul – and for many of us – the new world has already begun.

Christ Jesus ushered in the new era.

Paul reminds us that we ought not think more highly of ourselves, but rather we

should measure ourselves against the gifts we have been given. It might be easy for us to

read Paul’s words and immediately start taking personal inventories for our own personal

growth plans. But we are really challenged to present ourselves “as a living sacrifice” and

not be swayed by the world. We should resist the world’s pull on us. If we listen to God’s

plan for us rather than our own we might be contributing better to the community.

If we want to hear God laugh, then tell God our plans. Years ago when I thought that I

finally embraced my vocation to serve God as a priest in God’s  one holy Catholic and

Apostolic church, I resigned from my work with the legal department of the broadcast

side of CBS. As my last day approached, I was surprised by a call from the general

counsel of CBS. He asked me to come to New York to have lunch with him before I left.

At that lunch, this long-time friend at Westinghouse Broadcasting and then CBS, said he

wanted to make me a better offer. I said, “Lou, you want to make me a better offer than

God?” And we both laughed. I did continue as a consultant for quite a while. But I did

leave CBS to follow my calling to eventually become a priest. Had I stayed I might have
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been tied by that golden rope for the rest of my life. The world is governed not by that

gold, but by the world’s one true Lord, Jesus the Christ. And I could not be happier with

my decision to follow my call.

Are we all – are all y’all – called to leave the secular world behind so that you can

model Christ – model another manner of life to the world? No. But we are called to life

that is faithful to the gifts God has given us. We should judge ourselves by our

faithfulness in the use of the gifts we have been given. We are all called to serve the

Lord, in our own way. We all are given different gifts. These gifts have everything to do

with the life and work within the community. The gifts that Paul spoke of apply most

specifically to those who read the lessons each week – our exhorters – our readers.

Now an exhorter possesses the gift to be the spiritual father or mother of the

community for they speak the Word of the Lord. In times past, perhaps not so long ago,

we heard to stories of God from our grandparents. When the Bible was only written in the

hearts and minds of God’s people, it would be the elder of the tribe who would – in the

oral tradition – tell and re-tell the stories of the Bible. Today Tom Greaves and Olivia

Greaves are our readers. How perfect is it that today we heard the story of Moses from

Tom the father of the family. Tom most probably heard this Old Testament story first

from his mother Aline. And Olivia, who read Paul’s letter, his Epistle lesson to the

Romans – likely she heard of Moses from her mother Fiona or Aline, her grandmother,

Tom’s mother. The Greaves have the gift to speak the word of God to the community.

Authentic worship includes not only the heart but also the mind. We so often try to re-

form – remake – God into what our minds want God to be. But we must not try to make

God conform to human logic. We cannot remake God so that God conforms to our world.

Paul told the Romans that the world had already been remade by Christ’s sacrifice for us

– the age to come was upon them. We need not be conformed to this world, for this world

has been re-formed. To live the good life, we can turn to God’s holy word that is read to
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us every week by those who are called to exhort.

We should examine ourselves, my friends, and take the challenge that Paul has

offered. We should measure our faith and use our gifts that best contribute to the entire

body of Christ, to the entire community.

My prayer is that we all – all y’all, myself included – listen to our hearts – and our

minds – to discern our gifts – and then use them to God’s glory.

                                                  
1 In 1 Corinthians (12:28) Paul gives an ordered list of those God has appointed in the
Church: “... first apostles, second prophets, third teachers; then deeds of power, then gifts
of healing, forms of assistance, forms of leadership, various kinds of tongues”. See also
Ephesians 4:11.


