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9 Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; 10love one another 
with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honour. 11Do not lag in zeal, be 
ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. 12Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in 
prayer. 13Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers. 

14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. 15Rejoice with those 
who rejoice, weep with those who weep. 16Live in harmony with one another; do not be 
haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are.17Do not 
repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. 18If it is 
possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 19Beloved, never avenge 
yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I 
will repay, says the Lord.’ 20No, ‘if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are 
thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning coals on 
their heads.’ 21Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

 

 
Do you know what part you sing in the choir? Or to say it another way, do you 

know what section you belong in? Yes, there are sections like mezzo-sopranos, 

countertenors, and baritones, but generally speaking there are four sections: soprano, 

alto, tenor, and bass. More than 95% of the hymns in our hymnals are written for this 

kind of four-part singing. And in 99% of those hymns, the melody – the principal part 

that we all sing – is carried by the sopranos. 

However, it’s not just hymns that predominately give the principal melody to the 

sopranos. That’s also the case in choral works, symphonic pieces, and musicals. 

Unfortunately, the fact that the sopranos are always in the lead…well, it can sometimes 

cause some issues…as this so eloquently points out.  <Alto’s Lament>i 

As you saw, that piece is called the Alto’s Lament. This cult hit by Marcy Heisler and 

Zina Goldrich tells the story of an alto who longs to sing melody for a change. She 
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claims to have all the skills one needs for being the principal voice, including the ability 

to even sing a high C. But, it seems that she is invisible. She wonders if you even 

noticed her performances in Phantom of the Opera and in Les Miserables. And, time-after-

time, audition-after-audition, she’s told that she is needed to sing alto – to be a part of 

the supporting cast rather than the lead. And this leaves her stuck singing lesser known 

parts of musicals like The Sound of Music, Cats, and West Side Story. 

As you may remember from our study of the Psalms a few years back, a lament is a 

song of sorrow; a prayer for help coming out of pain. That’s what is reflected in the 

refrain of the Alto: 

 
Give me a chance to sing melody… 
Give me a crack at the tune… 
Give me a moment to shine… 

 
She even claims not to care if the solo is teeny – just give her a shot; let the chorus girl 

be a star, she cries. 

Some of us can relate to her lament; to her pain. Even if you can’t carry a tune in a 

bucket, some of us know what it’s like to be passed over for every promotion…to 

again be asked to take the number two role in the organization…to never have the 

opportunity to lead. You feel like you have all the skills - all the intangibles – to be on 

point, but good fortune never seems to be on your side. 

But lament like this isn’t limited to our personal success. It seems everyone has 

something to relationally lament as well. We know what it’s like not to be in the lead 

because someone else walked out; because someone else said something; because 

someone else did us wrong. When it happens to us, like the Alto, we may want to solve 

the problem. We want to reverse the feelings of being cut off from another family 

member, but we’re not in the right position to do so. We want to help our teammates 

get along, but have no ground to stand on. We even want to do something about the 
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feelings of bitterness, resentment, and revenge we have for people who don’t vote like 

us, think like us, or act like us, but we have no idea how to change their perceptions or 

ours. 

This is part two of our worship series called Healing Division. In a time where it feels 

like there are fractures in every relational bond - personally, communally, nationally – 

we are spending a little time mining wisdom from the Bible. Last week, we talked 

about the Hebrew word for peace, shalom, and how Jesus Christ united a divided 

humanity, breaking down the walls that separate us through his saving acts on the 

cross. And to help us begin the process of healing, I suggested that healing (HEAL) 

requires heeling (HEEL). When we are at odds with another person or group of 

people, healing requires us not to go on offense but to heel - to come alongside them 

and to be back on our heels in a place where we can’t go on offense. The goal was to 

put ourselves in a position where we aren’t going to further the divide but where we 

can begin the process of understanding someone else. 

But last week’s step for healing division was largely about what not to do – how we 

could position ourselves or create an environment that extinguishes the flames of 

discord. However, we are people who want to do something, who want a task, who 

want to be proactive in solving the problem. We want a chance at reconciliation. We 

want a crack at peace. And if you are one of those people, the Apostle Paul has an 

assignment for you. 

Our scripture lesson this morning comes from Romans, Paul’s great theological 

treatise. In the first eleven chapters, Paul outlines in great detail the mercies of God 

and the basis of our faith. Then in Chapter 12, Paul gets practical, talking about the 

implications of this theology for our everyday Christian existence. The opening verses 

of Chapter 12 suggest that when we are moved by the mercies of God, our minds will 

be transformed and renewed to grasp God’s will for our lives. And then, in Chapters 
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12-15, Paul describes how this should transform every relationship in our lives – 

family, in the church, in the community, with our enemies, with the government, and 

even with those who do us wrong and judge us ruthlessly. 

Our scripture lesson this morning focuses on the behavior produced by a renewed 

mind. And, it seems fitting that on this Valentine’s Day, the dominant essence of 

Christian discipleship – what stands at the head of the list - is love. Starting in verse 9, 

Paul details twelve components – twelve marks - of what that love should look like 

when it comes to dealing with others: 

1. Love must be sincere (v. 9a) – the Greek word translated as sincere means 

literally “without hypocrisy.” Our love can’t be theater, with each of us acting as 

though we love one another. It has to be real, both in action and in thought. 

2. Love requires discernment – hate what is evil and cling to what is good (v. 9b). Despite 

what you might read on your Valentine’s Day cards today, love is not some sort 

of blind sentiment. Instead, we have to root out what is incompatible with the 

best interest of someone else. If it doesn’t help them or if it separates them from 

us, we’ve got to throw it out. 

3. Love requires affection – be devoted to one another in brotherly love (v. 10a). While this 

kind of love was originally applied to members of the same family, Paul reapplies 

this kind of tenderness and warmth to the broader community. 

4. Love requires honoring one another above yourself (v. 10b). Paul probably wasn’t 

making this a competition, to see if we could outdo one another in showing 

honor. But, the implication is clear – see if you can. Go even further to esteem 

and respect another person. 

5. Love requires enthusiasm – do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord (v. 11). 

Paul isn’t suggesting some sort of religious fanaticism. Instead, he is suggesting 
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that love can’t be lazy. And if we think about it as serving the Lord, it keeps our 

passions in check. 

6. Love must be patient – be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer (v. 12). 

This is the same statement Paul makes in 1 Corinthians 13 – the wonderful 

chapter on love you hear read at weddings: Love is patient, love is kind… This 

statement recognizes that things aren’t always going to be rosy. Sometimes in 

relationships, we will have to endure and persevere. 

7. Love requires generosity – contribute to the needs of the saints (v. 13a). The word 

translated “contribute” literally means “participate in.” To participate in meeting 

another’s need is to give of yourself and your own resources so that they have 

what they need. Some of you know what it’s like to “participate in” meeting your 

spouse’s needs, whether he is sitting on the couch watching TV or whether she is 

suffering from cancer. This is what is asked of every relationship. 

8. Love practices hospitality (v. 13b). While the previous component – generosity – 

was about caring for sisters and brothers, this component looks outward. In fact, 

Paul didn’t just urge the Romans to practice hospitality, but rather to pursue it. 

The second century theologian Origen of Alexandria once wrote: “We are not 

just to receive the stranger when he comes to us, but actually to enquire after, 

and look carefully for, strangers, to pursue them and search them out 

everywhere.” That kind of dogged pursuit is what, Paul suggests, love requires. 

9. Love necessitates good will. Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them (v. 

14). Jesus taught that we are not only to bless those who curse us, but also to 

pray for them and to do good to them (Luke 6:27-28; Matthew 5:44). Paul will 

discuss this in depth a few verses later, but here he suggests that there is no 

better way to express our positive wishes for the welfare of our opponents than 

to turn them into prayer and into action. 
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10. Love must be sympathetic. Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep 

(v. 15). Love doesn’t stand apart from the joys and pains of others, but identifies 

with them, sings with them, and suffers with them in solidarity. 

11. Love seeks harmony with one another (v. 12a). This sentence in Greek 

literally reads: “Think the same thing towards one another.” That is, “be of the 

same mind” and so “live in agreement with one another.” Since Christians have 

been transformed by a renewed mind (v. 2), we should also have a common 

mind, sharing the same basic convictions and concerns. 

12. Love requires humility. Do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim 

to be wiser than you are (v. 12b). Don’t be a snob, Paul says, obsessed with status 

and class. Jesus associated freely and naturally with those society had rejected, 

and asks us to do the same.ii 

 
After giving us these very specific ideas of what authentic love is and what it should 

look like, then Paul tells us to apply it to our enemies. Yes, Paul acknowledges that we 

have rivals who don’t like us, sisters who tattle on us, coworkers who are working 

against us. And he gives us an answer to the question of how we should handle them 

in a way that fosters peace. Do not curse (v. 14). Do not repay anyone evil for evil (v. 

17). Do not take revenge (v. 19). Do not be overcome by evil (v. 21). 

All four of these prohibitions say the same thing in different words. In spite of our 

tendency to want “to get even,” retaliation and revenge are not a part of our playbook 

as followers of Jesus. Paul calls us instead to imitate Jesus. In Jesus’ teaching and 

practice, hostility was met with prayer, and violence with blessing (Matthew 5:38-48; 

Luke 6:28-35; 23:34).iii That’s why Paul balances each of the negative imperatives – 

each of these “do not’s” – with a positive counterpart. Do not curse, but bless. Do not 

retaliate but do what is right and live in peace. Do not take revenge but leave this to 
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God, and meanwhile serve your enemy. Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome 

evil with good. 

Last week, we talked about not going on the offense against those who do things to 

divide us. But that doesn’t mean we should just sit around and do nothing. No, Paul’s 

assignment to us to love the kind of people who muscle us out of opportunity, who 

abuse our trust, or who trample on our sensibilities requires four focused actions: 

blessing, doing what is right; leaving revenge to God while serving your enemy; and, 

overcoming evil with good. Or to say it another way, we are to initiate doing good to 

those who oppose us.iv 

So think about who has done you wrong. It could be as simple as a slight 

characterized as a joke or as deep as a knife wound in the back. It could be a silly 

annoyance or a nasty breakup. No matter what it is, who do you need to pray for? 

Where do you need to stand down? Who do you need to serve? How can you reverse 

the dynamics in this situation? What Paul told the Romans is that words alone cannot 

heal division. An act of love is the only power that can heal a deep wound. 

In 2014, the small German town of Wunsiedel - once the burial site of Adolf 

Hitler’s deputy Rudolf Hess – was targeted for a Neo-Nazi rally in commemoration of 

the anniversary of Hess’ death. In response, the townsfolk showed up and welcomed 

and cheered them on. That’s right, they cheered them on. For you see, they turned it 

into something else. For every step these extremists took, local businesses and 

residents donated 10 euros to an organization that fights extremism. In effect, they 

turned this march into an involuntary walkathon.v 

As the neo-Nazi’s marched, they encountered writing on the street thanking them 

for raising so much money to fight hate. The organizers even set up water tables along 

the route to “thank” the marchers – a spin on Paul’s command in our scripture lesson 

of giving our thirsty enemies something to drink. This one action didn’t heal the 
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division, but it took a step towards healing. This is the kind of radical goodness Jesus 

calls us to, Paul tells us. Jesus instructs us to love our enemies and to pray for our 

persecutors precisely because loving and respecting only those who love and respect us 

leaves a violent and chaotic world unchanged.vi 

In a divided world, we’ve got to get this right. In a world where we have polarized 

ourselves to the point that we know House Democrats represent 78 percent of all 

Whole Foods locations but only 27 percent of Cracker Barrels,vii the dynamics have got 

to change. And what starts this change is genuine love. Genuine love is not just being 

nice to people. It is rather to act toward them in ways that help them experience more 

of God’s goodness.viii 

Even the most tone deaf among us will admit that there’s a richness that is lost if all 

the parts aren’t represented. In the choir, without altos, tenors, and basses, there’s only 

one note to be heard. But when all the parts are joined together, the simultaneous 

superposition of sound is harmonious. And when it comes to supporting the casts that 

bring harmony to our relationships - to our families and our communities and our 

nation and world – the question is this: do you know your part? 
 
 

i Alto’s Lament, performed by Gillian Hassert. https://youtu.be/9nXmL3jMdjM 
ii Stott, John R. W. The Message of Romans: God’s Good News for the World.  Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1994. 
iii Wright, N. Thomas. “Letter to the Romans” in The New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary, Vol. X.  Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2002. 
iv Shively, Elizabeth.  “Commentary on Romans 12:9-21” in Working Preacher.  August 31, 2014. 
https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/ordinary-22/commentary-on-romans-129-21-5 
v Elkins, Kathleen.  “How a German town tricked neo-Nazis into raising money for an organization devoted to their downfall” in 
CNBC.com. August 21,2017. https://www.cnbc.com/2017/08/21/german-town-tricks-neo-nazis-into-fundraising-for-anti-extremist-
org.html  
vi Dominick, Judy Wu. “On a Typical Thanksgiving” in Christianity Today, November 2018. 
vii Klein, Ezra.  Why We’re Polarized. New York: Simon and Schuster, 2020. 
viii Reasoner, Mark. “Commentary on Romans 12:9-21” in Working Preacher. August 31, 2008. 
https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/ordinary-22/commentary-on-romans-129-21-3 

                                                 


