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Romans 12:9-16        October 1, 2017 

Luke 14:7-14 

Phoning It In? 
 

 If you read the Dixon Telegraph you may be aware that this summer I was 

appointed by the Dixon City Council to serve on a committee that has played a 

part in the council’s search for a new city manager.  It has been a great 

learning experience for me. I’ve had a chance to interact with members of our 

community I don’t often cross paths with.  And I’ve also had the opportunity to 

learn more about the Illinois Open Meetings Law than I really ever wanted to 

know.   

It has been a positive experience. I did have an odd moment, though, at 

the beginning of one our meetings when it dawned on me how strange it felt 

when we didn’t open the meeting with prayer. It’s not that I think that the 

meeting should have opened with prayer.  It’s just that beginning meetings that 

way has become second nature to me, since I’ve spent most of my adult life 

living and working within the community of faith.  One result of this is that I’ve 

gotten spoiled in some ways.  Not only do I have this expectation that all work is 

to be done prayerfully, I’ve also gotten used to certain other things.  For 

instance,  I’m always caught a little bit by surprise when I’m with a group and 

someone uses profanity. It’s not that I’ve never heard those words before, just 

that they’re not used in the circles I usually travel in.  

 There’s room to ask whether spending so much time in this sort of 

sheltered environment is a good thing for a pastor, but these observations lead 
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us into the heart of today’s reading.  Paul is writing here about what it looks like 

to live as people who offer ourselves fully to God, who seek to have our way of 

living and thinking transformed by the power of Christ at work within us.  And 

today he gives us what we might call a “code of conduct” for the church.   

These verses contain a list of the values and practices that define life in 

the community of Christ. They outline how we in the church should treat others, 

and how we should expect others to treat us.  We are to be people who love 

sincerely and affectionately, who honor each other, who laugh and cry with 

each other, who are humble, generous and hospitable, hopeful, patient and 

prayerful, devoted in our service to the Lord.   

 That is what anyone should see in their interactions with the community of 

Jesus Christ, beginning with the local church.  And so this to be our way of life, 

our culture, in every setting—not just a good face we put on for an hour or two 

on Sunday morning.  It is to be the culture of our committee meetings, and 

Sunday School classes and PW gatherings, and social events, and choir 

practices, and conversations in the parking lot. 

 And because this is what we can and should expect of each other, it may 

be why it can be so tragic when it breaks down.  I’ve been blessed in over 25 

years of pastoral ministry to have been spared a great deal of what many 

churches and pastors go through when Christians stop acting like Christians.  But 

I’ve seen enough of it to know that when it happens it can take a long time for 
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the wounds to heal—not to mention the cloud it leaves over the church’s 

mission. 

 So what’s the key to being a community with this “Romans 12 culture”?  I 

think an important part of it can be found in the adjectives Paul uses.  One thing 

that jumped out when I looked at the Greek beneath our English versions, is that 

verses 9-13 are actually one long sentence.  And a very rough translation shows 

that it looks like this: 

Let love be without hypocrisy. Hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good: 

 

- in love for one another, devoted 

- in showing honor, outdoing one another 

- in zeal, not lazy 

- in spirit, fervent 

- in (to) the Lord, servants 

- in hope, rejoicing 

- in suffering, patient 

- in prayer, persevering 

- in the needs of the saints, sharers 

 

What this shows is that it’s not just doing the right things that matters, but how we 

do them.  The best word I think of to describe it is the passion with which we 

pursue our life together.   

 In other words, to use a common expression, life in the Christian 

community can never be a matter of “phoning it in.”  You know, like when we 

say of an actor or musician—“She just phoned that performance in.”  She just 

went through the motions, did the minimum that was expected, collected her 

paycheck, and went home.  When we start phoning it in as community of faith it 
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is the beginning of the church really ceasing to be the church.  Our vitality dries 

up and our witness—if there is any—rings empty. 

 At the most insidious level this happens when a church becomes filled with 

people who don’t really want to be there.  It has been said, with some reason, 

that one factor in the decline of the mainline churches is that during the post-

World War 2 years there were too many in the churches who were just going 

through the motions.  People for whom belonging to a church was a family or 

social obligation, or part and parcel of being seen as an upstanding member of 

the community—who did the verbs in our reading without the adjectives.  

 But more commonly, the passion expressed in those adjectives just seems 

to quietly fade away.   As I was thinking about this, I was reminded of a book 

way up on the top shelf in my study, up where I had to get out my step ladder to 

reach it.  The book is called, Restoring Your Spiritual Passion, written by Gordon 

McDonald, back in the 1980s. 

 He begins with the observation that is serving the Lord, we will run into 

things that will be a drain on our spiritual passion—things that pull us from living 

our Christian lives with energy and vitality until we find ourselves just phoning it in.  

Being a preacher with a certain style he loves alliteration—and so he gives a list 

of the six D’s that drag us down.  We lose our passion when we become 

spiritually drained by intense times of giving of ourselves, we become dried-out 

by failing to do the things that nourish our faith, we become devastated when 

we are exhausted from struggling against people and forces that oppose what 
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we stand for, we become disillusioned when people fail us and step on our 

dreams, we become defeated when we are confronted with our own failures, 

and we become disheartened when we begin to believe that the forces 

around us in the world are more powerful than God.  

 Although this list puts them in very stark terms, all of these things chip away 

at our passion a little bit at a time practically every day.  There may be no epic 

struggles, just a series of small experiences that accumulate. There may be no 

crisis of faith for us, just a realization one day that we’re doing a lot of things but 

our hearts aren’t really in it, or that we’ve drifted off to the sidelines, or that a lot 

of people in the church just seem to rub us the wrong way.  We may not decide 

consciously to start phoning it in, but one day we realize that we are. 

 So how do we nourish our spiritual passion, how do we tend to the flame 

to keep it from burning out?  Gordon McDonald has some more lists, and a lot 

more alliteration—but it boils down to doing the things that nourish our inner life.  

They include finding safe places in our lives where we can find rest and 

restoration for our souls—places of worship and personal prayer, safe 

relationships that give us time away from the things that drain us, relationships 

with people who can be strong for us.  He talks about the need for some kind of 

sabbath practice in our lives—along with the space, allowing ourselves the time 

to refocus and be restored. 

 He also highlights the importance of spiritual friendships. In my early days 

in college, InterVarsity Christian Fellowship put a lot of emphasis on what we 
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called “prayer partnerships.”  A prayer partnership is basically a spiritual 

friendship, intentionally getting together with another Christian on a regular basis 

to share our journeys, and most importantly to pray for each other.  In college a 

couple of those friendships were crucial to my early growth as a Christian. 

 When we were in Northern NY, one day a pastor friend, Paul Heller, called 

to invite all of his Presbyterian colleagues in the vicinity for lunch—just sack 

lunches in his office.  After a little settling out period, a slightly smaller group of us 

began doing the same thing every month for several years.  We shared ministry 

things—and were a tremendous help to each other through some challenging 

times.  But we also shared our lives in more personal ways.  In time we relocated 

our meetings to a place further away, and then the travel time with two or three 

of us in the car became important spiritual times.  We even did a two day 

retreat together at one point.  It became that safe time and space that allowed 

God to restore us, and renew our passion for our faith and ministry. 

 So, have you ever felt like you’re just going through the motions and 

phoning it in?  Are there things sapping your passion away?  What is one step 

that you can take this week to find the safe time and space to restore your 

spiritual passion? 
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