Vindicate me, O Lord, for I have walked in my integrity, and I have trusted in the Lord without wavering. Prove me, O Lord, and try me; test my heart and mind. For Your steadfast love is before my eyes, and I walk in faithfulness to You. I do not sit with the worthless, nor do I consort with hypocrites; I hate the company of evildoers and will not sit with the wicked. I wash my hands in innocence and go around Your altar, O Lord, singing aloud a song of thanksgiving and telling all Your wondrous deeds. O Lord, I love the house in which You dwell and the place where Your glory abides.                                   Psalm 26:1-8
I urge you therefore, brothers and sisters, on the basis of God’s mercy, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your reasonable act of worship. Do not be conformed to this age, but be transformed by the renewing of the mind, so that you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect. Let love be genuine; hate what is evil; hold fast to what is good; love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. Do not lag in zeal; be ardent in spirit; serve the Lord. Rejoice in hope; be patient in affliction; persevere in prayer. Contribute to the needs of the saints; pursue hospitality to strangers. Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. Rejoice with those who rejoice; weep with those who weep. Live in harmony with one another; do not be arrogant, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God, for it is written: “Vengeance is mine; I will repay, says the Lord.” Instead, “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.” Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

Romans 12:1-2. 9-21
     A pastor was leaving his church and as he was shaking hands saying good bye at the Church doors for the last time he shook the hand of an elderly lady as she walked out. She said: "Your successor won't be as good as you."
     "Nonsense", said the pastor, in a flattered tone.

  "No, really", said the old lady, "I've been here under five different ministers, and each new one has been worse than the last.
Be Transformed by God’s Love
 1. There is a story circulating among the mountain climbers attributing the phrase: "Because it's there" to Sir Edmund Hillary when he was asked why he wants to climb Mt. Everest. In reality these words were spoken three decades earlier by another British mountain climber George Leigh Mallory, when he was preparing to reach the top of Mount Everest. Unfortunately, Mallory failed in his attempt and was killed while trying to reach the peak while Sir Hillary and the Nepalese guide, Tenzing Norkay conquered Mt. Everest on May 29, 1953. Since then many climbers from all over the world reached the top while at the same time many others failed or even were killed in the attempt. I could not help but to think about all these people, driven to achieve something that seems unachievable to an average person, while reading Paul’s letter. I believe, when he wrote: "I urge you…" Paul urged all Christians, then and now, to take this step, the one that seems unachievable: "I dare you to offer yourselves as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God." 
2. Climbing mountains, conquering the unreachable peaks may not be a cup of tea for most of us, however, changing the world, changing ourselves, changing our families is. As a matter of fact, this is exactly what living Christian life is all about. Some may argue today that the success of Sir Edmund Hillary did not change anything in terms of the state of the world's affairs, therefore his success is meaningless and this may very well be true, but, by the same token, the history of humanity proves that people who were dared by the diverse circumstances, profoundly influenced the history of the world. Just think of a few, such as Abram, later called Abraham, Moses, or Joshua. Think about Galileo, Copernicus, Christopher Columbus or Alexander Graham Bell. Think of Abraham Lincoln, Teddy Roosevelt and countless number of others. They all were dared by the circumstances and they all searched for something that in the process transformed them and transformed the world. What they all had in common was that they were ready to change the realities of life, and they were ready to change with the circumstances as well.
3. We might be hesitant to change and often even feel uncomfortable with the idea of something new, something unknown much less of trying to achieve it. It has not been that long ago when, as the society, we have accepted such inventions like the trains, the automobiles, the telephone, radio or television. Yet, today it is almost impossible to imagine life without all of them, and the fact is that all these inventions dramatically changed our lives. We might be afraid of change because we fear that the change will bring something unknown and as humans, we prefer that which we know. This fear causes the modern society to doubt God and do not trust Him, because by placing God in the "driver seat" of our affairs we place Him in the firm control of our lives and the society prefers to remain in control by itself. Paul dares us to be changed, transformed if you will, plainly saying that this transformation, this change is not only needed but is necessary. The affairs of the modern world serve as a clear proof of this need. Without God, we destroy ourselves as individuals, as nations, as the society, as the humanity. We see this every time we turn on the news, every time we observe the world, and we see what is happening around us.
4. Paul challenges us to be changed because with us in control, with us as we are, we remain sinful. We have sinned when we disobeyed God in Eden and we keep on doing so ever since. When it's us who remain in firm control of our affairs, when we follow our leads, we create chaos and destruction. We separate ourselves not only from God but from each other as well, because, we are controlled by our own desires and these desires focus on us as individuals rather than a community. A poet said 400 years ago: “No man is an island,” but on our own we strive to become islands. Only when fully controlled by God we might indeed be transformed, changed if you will. For this reason, God sent His Son, Jesus Christ and offered us a way, brought us salvation, and rebuild, restored the relationship with God the Father, relationship that was broken by Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. 
5. As humans we prefer to remain as we are, we do not like to change anything and we prefer to remain as we are, because we prefer the routine while any form of change places us on the path of the “unknown.”  Paul knew this very human trait and when he writes his letter, he urges the Church to be different, to be transformed. The transformation he speaks about is to come through the way of life that is different. What and how we do it is also important. We must not only use the words but we must take action, and taking action places us in an “unknown territory,” because we are different and act differently even in similar circumstances. This is especially important today when the Church is so often criticized by the society for what we believe. Modern world needs role models and authenticity and as Christians we have what it takes to do this. Paul offers us directions. He calls each of us to take personal responsibility for our actions and base all that we do on all the mercies we received from our loving God.
6. Romans 12:9-21 offers us guidelines to life as redeemed people in the world facing its own destruction. As His Church we have been redeemed by Jesus Christ’s blood, saved by His grace and empowered by the Holy Spirit. We are to love one another, and not only those whom we consider fellow Christians. This however does not mean we are to embrace the ways of the world. Love must sometimes be the “tough love,” even if we do not like it. Serving God means to have hope even in the times of trouble. We are to care for others, sharing in their need, show kindness, even to those who mistreat us. Paul encourages us to look for the good in people, and strive for peace with others. We must remember that people see us and what we do does not escape their attention. The world might be hypocritical, but we as the Church cannot.
7. I read a story about the owner of a department store who offered a prize of $5,000 to whoever would offer the best answer to the question: “How to quickly and effectively improve my business?” Many economy students submitted different, lengthy answers. The one who actually received the reward, simply wrote: “Tell your clerks to say ‘Thank you!’” We may take the intellectual or the emotional approach to the Bible, we may study the Scriptures and become experts in the field but none of these mean that we are transformed by the Spirit and led by the Spirit. Neither the knowledge nor the emotions, neither hallelujahs nor theological discussions will transform us. Only the Holy Spirit can do so, and only when we offer our bodies as living sacrifice, only when we allow God to act through us in every moment and in every circumstance. In the end, a Christian is not someone who just lives a good life, but someone who submits to Jesus as the Savior, and the Lord.
8. The process of transformation that occurs in us when we allow the Holy Spirit to take control is a never-ending process. It is a process in which we become more like Christ in words and in deeds. This in turn allows us to be obedient to God's Word and to became good, pleasing, and perfect in God's eyes. We are challenged by Paul to fully give ourselves to God as living sacrifices and, in the process, be changed, transformed into the new creation. There is an interesting analogy of today’s Church I came across in my search: "The modern Church is often the "Church-Lite" of "Christianity-Lite. It is the home of the 2% tithe, the twenty minutes service with "sermonettes" for "Christianettes." It is the place where the hymn of commitment is "I Surrender Some," instead of "I Surrender All." But this is not what God has in mind at all." I already shared with you what Bennett Cerf, a co-founder of the publishing company “Random House” recalled about the book "The Ten Commandments," to be published for the armed forces during World War II. He said that the problem was that the book was too long. "How about using only five of them," one of the editors suggested, "and call it 'A Treasury of the World's Best Commandments?'" That's what the church today often is, having a treasury of only favorite commandments. "I dare you," says Paul, "to offer yourselves as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God." 









