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Navigating Perilous Waters 

 
Text:  Romans 12:9-21 
 
 From May 27 to June 4, 1940, one of the most unusual and miraculous naval 
operations in all of history took place in the English Channel.  It was at the time of the 
relentless advance of Hitler’s army into France through Holland and Belgium.  British, French, 
Belgian and Dutch troops had been driven back to a town in France called Dunkirk.  The 
Allied army was trapped against the sea and faced almost certain destruction.  But the British 
Admiralty issued an urgent call for able-bodied seamen who had captained a ship: any ship 
of any description. There came together a flotilla of navy ships, merchant marine vessels, 
fishing boats, pleasure craft and life boats.  And together, operating in perilous conditions 
with very high stakes, they descended on Dunkirk.  Over 800 boats, working together, 
successfully evacuated 338,000 soldiers and ferried them to safety. 
 
 I thought of Dunkirk as I read today’s scripture from Romans Chapter 12.  Paul is 
giving the Church Godly advice on how to live together and perform the mission that God has 
entrusted to the Church.  The reason such advice is necessary is that human sin hovers over 
all mankind, including the Church.  It makes the waters in which we sail perilous.  In the 
church, our flotilla operates in close quarters in those perilous waters, with high stakes.  And 
like the boats at Dunkirk, we are of every description, from the most decorated battlewagon to 
the most humble lifeboat—all dedicated to a common mission, and all needing one another. 
 
 Our passage of scripture from Romans 12 lays out God’s guidelines to the Church for 
how to navigate the waters imperiled by sin.  I want to share this lofty wisdom with you, but 
there is so much here.  These 13 verses articulate about 20 principles.  What I hope is that 
you will spend some time on your own going over this scripture, and thinking about our life 
and our mission and our circumstances here at St. Stephen’s.  I hope you will think about the 
way we treat each other, the way we make decisions, and the way we deal with blessing and 
disappointment.  God will multiply the investment. 
 
 To help you in your reflection, I will point out three categories of advice that are 
dispersed throughout these twenty guidelines for Godly community life: 
 

• Personal orientation 

• Personal bearing 

• and love 

 By personal orientation, I’m referring to our individual attitudes about life.  What does it 
mean for me as a Christian as I look out at the world God has made?  Paul tells me several 
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helpful things.  He calls us to be patient, joyful, hopeful and prayerful.  To be these things, we 
must be people who trust God; we must believe His promises; and we must be grateful for 
His blessings.  A whole church full of such people will be a powerful force.  
  
 Paul tells us to hate what is evil and cling to what is good.  There are both good and 
evil in the world.  If I am clear in my heart about what is evil, and I want nothing to do with it, 
I’m going to be a better member of this worshipping community.  And if I can see the good 
despite all the things that are wrong with the world, I will be more likely to be a blessing.  God 
created this world and declared it to be good.  The Gospel of John tells us that Jesus is the 
light, and the darkness cannot overcome that light.  And everywhere around us, God is doing 
good things.  Despite sin, despite evil, despite terror and tragedy and pain and suffering, the 
goodness of God is evident everywhere, and the darkness cannot overcome it. 
   
 One of the PR campaigns these days by the atheist organizations is that people can 
be good without God.  They are seeking to counter our Christian claim that values have no 
basis without God.  They point to non-believers who do good things and say, “There’s your 
evidence.”  It would be foolish of us to deny that people who don’t believe in God can be 
good, and can do wonderful things.  We see it all the time.  But the only reason that is so is 
that God is good, and the darkness has not overcome His goodness. In the midst of the 
darkness, we hold fast to the good. 
 
 There is also much wisdom in this passage about our personal bearing.  And by that, I 
mean, how do we present ourselves in relation to the other members of our Christian 
community?  If there is one word that ties it all together, it would be humility.  Paul articulates 
several principles of humility that make us better navigate the perilous waters of sin in close 
community 
: 

• Honor one another above yourselves. 

• Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with those of low position. 

• Don’t claim to be wiser than you are. 

• Don’t repay anyone evil for evil. 

 The reason these principles are necessary is that certain human tendencies 
undermine community.  One is our innate pride, which wants everyone to recognize how 
excellent we are.  Because of our pride, we surround ourselves with people we think are 
worthy of our admiration.  But the Bible tells us this about the Church: 
 

Just as a body, though one, has many parts, but all its many parts form one body, so it 
is with Christ.  For we were all baptized by one Spirit so as to form one body—whether 
Jews or Gentiles, slave or free—and we were all given the one Spirit to drink.  Even so 
the body is not made up of one part but of many. [I Corinthians 12:12-14] 
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 That rescue fleet at Dunkirk was made up of boats from the most celebrated to the 
most humble.  But they had a common mission.  And the soldiers who were rescued by the 
smallest boats were just as blessed to be alive as those who were lifted onto the flagships.  
We in the church lay aside our worldly pride for the glory of serving the Lord together, and 
each of us is of equal value to God. 
 
 There is another human tendency that dogs us all: our insistence on getting what we 
deserve.  When our focus is on ourselves and not on serving the Lord, we are wrapped up in 
what the world owes us, or the community owes us.  When our rights are infringed, we want 
to retaliate, so that we can be restored to our rightful position.  Stories abound in churches of 
bitter conflicts over perceived violations.   
 

• Like the woman who left a congregation because her pound cake was worth more 
than the price the ladies put on it for the bake sale.   
 

• Or the family that left because their daughter was the senior acolyte and wasn’t asked 
to serve on the Sunday of the Bishop’s visit.   
 

Our personal bearing in Christian community must be humble and self-emptying. 

 The final category of guidelines in today’s passage from Romans 12 is, of course, 
love.  Love is the supreme Christian answer to all that ails the world.  Jesus told us to love 
God, to love one another, to love our neighbor and to love our enemies.  And in this scripture, 
we see all four of those are covered.  
  
 It tells us never to be lacking in zeal, but to keep our spiritual fervor, serving the Lord.  
A congregation of individuals who are spiritually zealous for God is a powerful force.  God did 
not call us together to be the “frozen chosen.”  He called us together to love Him with our 
whole heart, soul, mind and strength.  People who know us ought to be able to see that love.  
It ought to glow like the brightness of the sun.  We all know couples who love each other with 
fervor.  It shows. They glow.  It is a calling card for them.  Their love for each other is an 
aroma about them.  How much more should our love for God show vibrantly in our lives. 
 
 Then it tells us to be devoted to one another in love.  “One another” means our 
Christian brothers and sisters.  And the word used for love in the original Greek refers to the 
kind of love people have for each other when they are related by blood.  Now, we all know 
about the conflicts we have in families.  But we also know that there is something that unites 
families that we know as love.  The old saying is, “blood is thicker than water.”  There is 
nothing a mother wouldn’t do for her child.  There is a special bond between brothers and 
sisters.  If it weren’t for sin, those relationships would always be beautiful, and those bonds 
would always be unbreakable.  That is the kind of love the Bible is calling us to have for one 
another in the Church.  And so, here, it tells us to live in harmony with one another.  It tells us 
to share the deep moments of joy and sorrow with each other.  It tells us to be generous with 
each other.  And all those other principles about showing honor and being humble toward 
each other are about love.  A visitor to our worship told me that she always enjoys coming to 
St. Stephen’s because the Spirit is sweet here.  I am pretty sure she was feeling the love we 
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have for one another.  It is a precious thing, and it deserves (and requires) nurturing and 
preserving. 
 
 Our text also gives us some guidelines about loving our neighbors.  If a Christian 
congregation’s love is all focused inwardly and is not directed at our neighbors, we will never 
do the mission Jesus gave us to do.  It is love for our neighbors that makes us reach out to 
them with the message of God’s grace.  It is love that makes us want them to enjoy eternity 
with God.  And that love has to be manifested in practical ways.  Two that are mentioned 
here are generosity and hospitality.  Back in June when Bishop Stephen Kaziimba was here, 
he brought us a message of spirituality, hospitality and generosity.  He said you can’t be truly 
spiritual unless you are also hospitable and generous.  Again, this is calling us to be focused 
not on ourselves, but on others.  Share what we have with those in need.  Welcome the 
stranger into our midst, and be glad that the Holy Spirit has brought them to be with us. 
 
 And it exhorts us to live at peace with everyone: “If it is possible, as far as it depends 
on you, live at peace with everyone.” (Romans 12:18)  Now you may ask me if this 
contradicts the message of last week’s sermon, which said that the world is at war with God.  
How can we be at peace with those who are at war with God?  Well, sometimes it is not 
possible.  That is why this verse says, “If it is possible.”  Sometimes the person is truly an 
enemy of God, and wants nothing but to destroy the things of God.  But there are many 
occasions when you can be the peacemaker.  We are called to love the unlovable.   We are 
called to be salt and light in the world. (Matthew 5:13-16)  The first letter of Peter tells us, 
  

Do not repay evil with evil or insult with insult.  On the contrary, repay evil with 
blessing, because to this you were called so that you may inherit a blessing. [I Peter 
3:9] 
 

 Jesus told us to love our enemy, and to pray for those who persecute us. (Matthew 
5:43-44)  And our passage in Romans tells us not to seek revenge, but to leave vengeance to 
the Lord.  By doing so, it tells us, we heap burning coals on their head.  Those burning coals 
are not punishment; they are the coals of awareness.  By our witness of patient suffering and 
unwavering good will, they may see the contrast and surrender to the Lord and be saved.  
And that is the mission of the Church. 
 
 We serve a resurrected Lord who sacrificed His life to the enemies of God, and He 
forgave them as He died.  There was an article in yesterday’s New York Times online about 
the crisis of Christians in Iraq.  What we are seeing right now with ISIS is just an 
intensification of what has been happening there for ten years, during which as many as a 
million Christians have fled Iraq.  The journalist interviewed a bishop of the Chaldean Catholic 
Church, who has been trying to raise awareness of their plight.  As the Bishop spoke, he 
reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a crucifix.  He said,  
 

We are called the Church of Martyrs.  That’s our pain and our saving grace.  Our faith 
isn’t a theory.  It’s not a set of teachings.  It’s a person and we’re called to be like him.  
When I look at this evil, I want to be Rambo.  But that won’t do any good.  We carry 
the cross for a reason. 
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 There is a whole lot there in these 13 verses, and I commend them to your study and 
reflection.  And as you think on these things, I hope the image of the Dunkirk rescue 
operation will help you focus.  The stakes were high there.  The lives of 338,000 souls were 
hanging in the balance.  Time was short.  The call went out to everyone who was willing to 
bring their boat and join in.  Many answered the call.  The waters were perilous.  Over 800 
boats all crowded into the same harbors and beaches.  If they had not been devoted to one 
another, to the mission, and to the people they were rescuing, they never could have pulled it 
off.  The history books call it the “miracle of Dunkirk.” 
  
 We are the miracle of the Church.  
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