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Words To Live By 

 

Undoubtedly, these are among the most powerful and beloved words in all of 
scripture, and so in turn, I think, among the most powerful and beloved words 
ever written.  
 
We think that Paul wrote this letter to the church in Rome sometime around the 
year 58, and so it would have been towards the end of Paul’s ministry—written 
about 10 years after he had begun his career of relentlessly traveling around Asia 
Minor, around the present day countries of Syria and Turkey and Greece, as Paul 
went about on foot and by boat preaching and teaching the bold new Christian 
ideas about who God is and therefore, following that, about who we are as 
human beings and about how we’re called to live together. Ideas such as God’s 
universality and God’s impartiality—the idea that God is one, that there’s a single, 
continuous divine presence undergirding all we see and all we don’t see, and 
also, following that, that God’s care and concern is showered equally upon all 
aspects of creation. This particular idea, that God’s love is extended in equal 
measure to all, was a truly radical, and a new idea in Paul’s day, as much as it 
might, I wonder, still be an unrealized idea in our own time.  
 
For the church in Rome, the major controversy that Paul was addressing in his 
letter was over whether God cared equally for the Gentile people as much as for 
the Jewish people. For us today, the lines that tend to separate us might be 
drawn a bit differently, but the early Christian inkling of God’s impartiality and 
inclusivity pushes us and challenges us even still.  
 
Perhaps you heard the wider-church news that happened at the end of last 
month when the Presbyterian Church (PCUSA) voted at it’s General Assembly in 
Detroit to allow and to affirm and to add its blessing to same-sex marriages, 
becoming now the third major Protestant denomination to do so, following the 
Episcopal Church’s decision last year, and following, now almost ten years ago in 
2005, our own United Church of Christ’s decision to “to affirm full marriage 
equality, regardless of gender,” as our own resolution put it.  
 
Paul asks a great question in his letter, he asks “who will separate us from love,” 
and it seems that perhaps finally, at least on the issue of marriage, our churches 
are beginning to catch up with this radical notion of love’s inseparability.   
 



Anyways, getting back to Paul’s letter—he wrote it to the church in Rome never 
having himself visited that community, and so when this letter was read out loud 
to the gathered assembly, perhaps in a similar manner as it was read out loud 
here this morning, it was quite simply the power and the beauty of the words 
themselves which washed over and captivated the early church, words which 
have since inspired countless others— 
 
Words which have brought hope in times of despair, and comfort in times of 
grief… 
 
Words which have proven stronger than the sound of bombs exploding during 
war, stronger even than the silence which follows a difficult diagnosis… 
 
Words which have, time and again, as Paul Tillich put it in his sermon on this 
text, “prevailed over the permanent whisper of anxiety in the depth of our being” 
 
Words which also have been read at countless funerals and memorial services, 
and, interestingly, also at countless baptisms and weddings, and so words which 
have marked the most profound moments of life’s transition.   
 
It’s amazing, isn’t it, that something as small and as flimsy as a couple of words 
on a piece of parchment could have such lasting and such life-saving power.  
 
I was reminded of this power when, last spring, I was lucky enough to have had 
the chance to visit the Dead Sea Scrolls exhibit at the Museum of Science in 
Boston. The Dead Sea Scrolls as you might know are a collection of almost a 
thousand ancient texts, including some of the earliest known manuscripts of the 
Hebrew Bible, which were discovered in 1946 by a wandering Bedouin goat 
herder in caves near the Dead Sea in the West Bank. Over the years more and 
more scrolls have been discovered, such that this is often talked about as one of 
the most important archeological finds ever.  
 
When you enter the exhibit, the first room you find yourself in is a dark room with 
a single object in it—on a pedestal, one of the original clay vases in which the 
scrolls of parchment were somehow kept safe for over 2,000 years. I remember 
wondering, let alone the parchment inside, how in the world did that clay jar even 
make it? It just seemed, sitting on that pedestal there, so fragile, so precarious, 
its mere continued presence in our world today so improbable. Small cracks 
covered its surface like a spider’s web suggesting that at the touch of a pin the 
whole thing might crumble.  
 
From there you enter the main room of the exhibit, and the main room is also 
dark because apparently the old parchment is too sensitive to handle electric 
light.  



 
Around the room you hear a hushed silence, a pervasive sense of quiet 
reverence as each person lingers with a text for awhile and then moves on to the 
next. This piece here is from Isaiah, the next is a verse from Psalm 22, the next 
is a fragment of the Ten Commandments, the next a couple of words from Job’s 
great lament.  
 
Just fragments of dissipating ink on crumbling parchment; a bit of tawny soot 
from an olive oil lamp scratched onto an untanned piece of rotting goatskin.  
 
You find yourself thinking about these things as you search for the meaning in 
the tiny text under the dark glass, and the script is so faint, and the markings so 
strange looking, that even if you’ve studied a bit of Hebrew or Greek you still 
can’t make hardly anything of it, and yet here you are spellbound before these 
words, surrounded by others in the exhibit who are also spellbound and who 
have also found meaning and direction and purpose for their lives in these words, 
and together you’re all surrounded by that even greater great cloud of witnesses 
who throughout the generations have found these words to be like a moral 
compass—the words from Isaiah which inspired Dr. King; the words from Psalm 
22 that Jesus quoted while on the cross; the Ten Commandments which have 
ordered entire societies and civilizations; the words from Job which have guided 
countless many in the search for meaning in the face of the meaningless of 
suffering… 
 
It’s amazing, isn’t it, that something as small and as flimsy as a couple of words 
on a piece of parchment could have such lasting and such life-saving power.  
 
This is all to say this morning, that I hope that we never underestimate the power 
of a few well-chosen words, particularly the power of words which rise to the level 
of scripture, words which we might at one time or another find that we need to 
save a life—words, that is, that we can live by.   
 
Mark Twain, in one of his many marvelous quips, once said that: “the difference 
between the right word and the almost right word is the difference between 
lighting and a lightning bug.”  
 
My feeling is that scripture, more often than not, and more often than any other 
type of writing that I know, rises to the level of lighting.  
 
And so I invite you again to hear the raw, lightning-like power and beauty that 
flashes to us across the centuries from Paul’s letter to the Romans: 
 
Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as 
we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words… 



 
What then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? 
 
For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things 
present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else 
in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our 
Lord.  
 
“Amen,” said the church in Rome almost two thousand years ago, and as surely 
as thunder echoes lightning, may we say it again here in Weybridge—Amen, and 
Amen.  
 


