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Romans 12.9-21; 13.8-14 

 

Remembrance Sunday is here once again. A time to 

remember. But to remember what? 

Of course we remember those who have lost their lives in 

war. We remember those who fought for their country so 

that we can enjoy the freedom and prosperity we have 

now. We are not our own; we are bought at a price. Lest 

we forget.  

We remember the victims of war. Those who did not come 

back. Those who were killed or maimed, scarred for life as 

a result of the violence and atrocities associated with 

warfare. We remember the courage and bravery of those 

who went into battle and those who waited anxiously at 

home.  War has it tales of honour and bravery as well as its 

tales of cowardice and barbarity. The fight for freedom sits 

alongside the struggle for domination: justice and 

injustice.  

Remembrance Sunday is about all of that and people will 

remember different things.  

As we continue our readings from Romans, today’s 

passages remind us to remember our own humanity. Paul 

starts off chapter 12 describing how we should not 

conform to the pattern of this world but be transformed by 

the renewing of our minds. He then spells out how 

Christian belief, that God loves all, should be put into 

practice. He describes the church as the Body of Christ 

made up of different people and different gifts. Remember 

there were tensions in the church at Rome between the 

Jewish and the Gentile Christians. These next chapters will 

call them to a common vision of shared humanity and 

belief in God. He goes on to talk about love. 

14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not 

curse. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those 

who mourn. 16 Live in harmony with one another. Do not 

be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low 

position. [c] Do not be conceited. 

17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what 

is right in the eyes of everyone. 18 If it is possible, as far as 

it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. 

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=romans+12&version=NIVUK#fen-NIVUK-28262c


Owen Jones wrote an article in the Guardian last week 
1about what happens when we don’t remember that we are 

all human. He starts off saying that: 

Almost all human beings have the capacity for empathy. 

Everyone has the potential to be at least troubled, or feel 

genuine anguish, about the suffering of other human 

beings. We recognise that, like us, other humans have 

insecurities and ambitions; we fall in love and have 

relationships that end in heartbreak; we worry about our 

children’s wellbeing; we say things we regret; we’re 

occasionally kept awake by fears or worries; and we try to 

impress people we look up to. We see things in others that 

we see in ourselves, and that binds us together. But what 

happens when we no longer see a specific group as 

human? 

He used the example of the Balkans War and also Hitler’s 

treatment of the Jews:  

In the Balkan wars of the 1990s, neighbours, colleagues, 

even friends, murdered one another. It didn’t matter who 

they were: they were members of a group who, it was 

                                                             
1 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/oct/28/black-mirror-
empathy-shared-humanity?CMP=share_btn_fb 

believed, posed an existential threat to the killers’ own 

community.  

In the 1930s, Nazism enveloped Germany, a nation 

regarded as one of the most civilised and cultured on 

Earth. Stripping away the humanity of Jews, Slavs and 

other “undesirables” was a precondition to murdering 

them. In the Polish town of Poznan in October 1943, 

Heinrich Himmler officially confirmed the Nazi 

Holocaust. “We must be honest, decent, loyal and 

comradely to members of our own blood and to nobody 

else,” he declared. 

There is no systematic industrialised attempt to 

exterminate millions of people today, but hundreds of 

thousands have perished in Syria’s killing fields, and the 

UN describes the treatment of Yazidis as genocide. Our 

grim history is littered with other reminders of the logical 

extremes of dehumanisation. 

It is chilling and deeply worrying that the United States 

can elect as president a man who has made  explicit racist 

and sexist comments in his campaign and been applauded 

for them by sections of his country and for whom the Klu  

 

http://www.cracked.com/personal-experiences-2022-6-awful-things-i-learned-surviving-genocide.html
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/oct/28/black-mirror-empathy-shared-humanity?CMP=share_btn_fb
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/oct/28/black-mirror-empathy-shared-humanity?CMP=share_btn_fb
http://ww2history.com/key_moments/Holocaust/Himmler_s_Posen_speech


Klux Klan have held celebrations at his victory.  These are 

worrying times. 

 

Humans are genuinely empathetic as a species. We don’t 

want to kill each other, which is a good thing, until our 

future depends on wiping out the enemy. 

As the Calais refugee camp burns, there are few who wish 

to kill those who flee war, persecution or dictatorship. But 

it is pointless to pretend there is much support for the 

cause of refugees. As a group their humanity has been 

systematically stripped away. They are not like you, or 

your family, or your neighbours. Rather they are seen as a 

collective blob composed of faceless deceitful criminals, 

potential rapists and murderers who will steal homes, jobs 

and resources. If we believed they were like us or our 

children, we would not tolerate their mass drownings in 

the Mediterranean. 

Last year, Sky News tweeted about a migrant who “died 

trying to reach Britain through the Channel tunnel on a 

freight train”. The responses were not representative of the 

decent majority: they were extreme sentiments but 

nonetheless instructive. “I’m sorry are we meant to feel 

sorry for these criminals??” asked one. “Oh well one less 

to drain Britain’s economy got no sympathy for them,” 

said another. When a little Kurdish boy, Alan Kurdi, 

washed up dead on a Turkish beach, all of a sudden, 

refugees were human beings again: like the kids playing 

football on your street. 

The truth is that much of the violence throughout our 

species’ bloodstained history was not inflicted by people 

incapable of empathy. Atrocities were committed by 

people who, in other scenarios, would help a pensioner 

cross the road, smile endearingly at a stranger’s infant in a 

train carriage, or come to the assistance of someone they’d 

never met before who was in distress. 

A natural capacity for empathy can easily be blocked in all 

of us: simply because we think someone was unfair or is 

not belonging to ‘our tribe’”. The corruption of shared 

humanity is at the heart of injustice. Injustice becomes less 

tolerable if the victims are human beings rather than sub 

human, or the enemy. Dehumanisation leads to the 

tolerance of suffering at best, to murder at worst. 

Restoring our shared humanity isn’t easy, not least 

because powerful interests – from media outlets to 

politicians – relentlessly seek to undermine it. But it is the 

only hope for a troubled world. 

Paul recalls the teaching of Jesus in these chapters. 

Remember what Jesus taught and how Jesus lived. .  

https://www.theguardian.com/world/video/2016/oct/26/fires-burn-in-calais-jungle-as-demolition-operation-continues-video
https://twitter.com/SkyNews/status/618353597173133312
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/02/shocking-image-of-drowned-syrian-boy-shows-tragic-plight-of-refugees


He blessed those who persecuted him. He associated with 

people of lowly position. He was not conceited or proud. 

He did not repay evil for evil. He did not seek revenge. He 

was not overcome by evil but overcame evil with good. 

His sacrifice on the cross was the decisive defeat of sin, 

evil and death. The love of Christ for all, even for sinners, 

enabled enemies to be turned into friends. Jesus reminded 

us that we are all neighbours, one of another. Love does no 

harm to a neighbour.  

Being the body of Christ also means direct, practical care 

for another. The command to hospitality reminds us that 

people often travelled about the Roman Empire. One job 

of Christians was to welcome other Christians. Every 

Christian congregation will want to provide resources for 

the needy in their midst. And in a time when we are afraid 

of strangers, we will want to discover forms of hospitality 

that help people feel welcome in places far from home. 

When vast areas of our society are untouched by the 

church’s ministry we also need to work through how 

welcoming our church, its worship and its work is to those 

outside. Can people relate to us? Do they feel welcomed 

here? 

 

Hospitality is a great ministry. I can recall how the 

hospitality of others has got me to where I am now. My 

church youth leader would give up his Friday evening to 

run a youth club and then have a crowd of us back to his 

house with his wife and kids to discuss life the universe 

and everything to the wee hours.  

 

I went off to university 32 years ago and I was nervous 

about leaving home and wondering what lay in wait for 

me. The first weekend there I thought I would give the 

local URC church a chance. Whenever anyone leaves the 

comfort of the familiar their routine changes, people can 

get out of the habit of going to church as much as they can 

catch the habit of going to church. So looking back this 

was a pivotal moment. I walked into a small church in the 

middle of a couple of council estates. A congregation of 

about fifty people met me and gave me a welcome. What is 

more a couple invited me back for tea later that evening 

and Beryl presented me with a chocolate cake as I left. 

Manna from heaven. What a welcome!  

 

I had a spell on leaving university of being unemployed for 

five months. This was in the days of mass unemployment. 

Feeling worthless and penniless the hospitality of others 



helped me through. Now and again I would get an 

anonymous envelope of money through my letter box – 

they were fulfilling the words of Paul – contribute to the 

needs of God’s people.  

 

The next section between verses 14 and 21 suggests some 

guidelines for how to deal with people within the Church 

community and those outside it – particularly those who 

don’t get on with you, those who hate you and even 

persecute you. 

 

Stories of hate and revenge fill our newspapers and often 

catch our attention. Deep down a lot of us have someone 

we would like to get even with. Someone has done 

something to us which we have allowed to fester. We 

would love to get our own back. There are also people 

who may like to take revenge on us. The desire for 

revenge is like a deep itch somewhere right down inside.  

 

Paul’s advice is not to retaliate when evil is done to you.  

For two reasons: First, judgment or justice is God’s 

business and not ours. Paul never doubts for one minute 

that God will work justice. He is not going soft on evil. In 

the next chapter he will argue that it is the role of the 

government and the legal system to work out God’s 

justice. Rulers must do what private individuals may not 

do. If rulers don’t do it then often individuals take the law 

into their own hands and chaos reigns. When Paul says in 

verse 19 leave a place for divine retribution he believes 

that God has a way of bringing people to their senses and 

of letting them feel the results of their own folly or 

wickedness. It isn’t up to us as individuals to hurry that 

process along or anticipate it. 

Of course God has acted justly towards sin and evil 

through Christ. That was his argument in chapter five that 

when human evil reached its height God came and took its 

full weight upon himself, thereby exhausting it and 

opening the way for the creation of a new world. Revenge 

keeps evil in circulation. Whether in a family or a town or 

in an entire community like the Middle East or Northern 

Ireland, the culture of revenge, unless broken, is never 

ending. Both sides will be able to ‘justify’ further 

atrocities by reference to those they have suffered. 

Keeping the thirst for revenge alive lets evil conquer you. 

That is why the cross breaks the power of evil by injecting 

love, grace and mercy into the system. 

 



Secondly by doing good we may in fact overcome evil, 

turn evil to the good. The passage Paul quotes in verse 20 

about ‘coals of fire’ is from Proverbs 25. In its context the 

passage seems to mean that by doing good, faithful people 

bring their enemies to repentance and purified lives.  

 

Sacrifice can also inspire and change us. Remembrance 

Sunday is there to inspire us at the courage of those who 

gave their all, whilst also reminding us of the horrors and 

futility of war and strengthening our desire to avoid the 

same mistakes again. 

 

This story comes from Ernest Gordon’s ‘Miracle on the 

River Kwai'. The Scottish soldiers, forced by their 

Japanese captors to labour on a jungle Railroad, had 

degenerated to barbarous behaviour, but one afternoon 

something happened. 

 

A shovel was missing.  The officer in charge became 

enraged. He demanded that the missing shovel be 

produced, or else.  When nobody in the squadron budged, 

the officer got his gun and threatened to kill them all on 

the spot. It was obvious the officer meant what he had 

said.  Then, finally, one man stepped forward.  The officer 

put away his gun, picked up a shovel, and beat the man to 

death.  When it was over, the survivors picked up the 

Bloody corpse and carried it with them to the second tool 

check.  This time, no shovel was missing.  Indeed, there 

had been a miscount at the first check point. 

 

The word spread like wildfire through the whole camp.  

An innocent man had been willing to die to save the 

others!  The incident had a profound effect. The men 

began to treat each other like brothers.  When the 

Victorious Allies swept in, the survivors, human skeletons, 

lined up in front or their captors...  (And instead of 

attacking their captors) insisted: 

‘No more hatred.  No more killing.  Now what we need is 

forgiveness."' 

Sacrificial love has transforming power. 

Paul goes on to urge his readers to put aside the deeds of 

darkness and put on the armour of light. To clothe 

themselves with the Lord Jesus Christ.  

 



We need that armour and the support of others in this 

spiritual struggle. If you have set your course to love in the 

way that Christ inspires us you are going to find it difficult 

to fit into a world and a system that is not structured in the 

direction of love. When our economics, our politics, our 

way of life in the world runs on competition, fear, 

insecurity, self-interest you will realise that the way of 

Christ is counter to most of our culture. Earlier in this 

chapter Paul has discussed how the state should act for 

God’s justice and bring order to society. Pay your taxes he 

says. But in the latter half of this chapter he is also being 

subversive. The Roman state wanted allegiance from its 

subjects – for them to declare that Caesar was Lord. Paul 

has already declared that Jesus is Lord in the rest of this 

letter. In this commentary on a Christian's obligations to 

the state he also reminds Christians that their ultimate 

responsibility is to Christ.  

 

We are in a struggle. Which is why Paul says stay awake 

to what is going on around you, put on the armour of light, 

put on Christ.  Love is not easy. Loving your neighbour is 

not easy. Treating all with respect and humanity is not 

easy. The Christian life is not easy. But it will lead you 

into the light. 

 

 


