ONCE UPON A LETTER

based on Romans 12: 9-21 and Romans 16:1-2; 22

Paul: Practice hospitality. 

Tertius: (acting like he's writing) “Pract-ice hos-pi-tal-i-ty....”  (Pause) Then what?

Paul: Hmmmmmm. Practice... hospitality.

Tertius: You said that already.

Phoebe: (Knock-twice on podium)

Tertius: Leave us alone! We're busy!

Paul: Tertius!

Tertius: (in an aggrieved and defensive tone) What?

Phoebe: (Knock again, even louder on the podium)

Tertius: Can't you hear? I said, We're busy! Come back in an hour.

Phoebe: Paul! Open up. Its me!

Paul: Oy! Some hospitality we're showing! Coming! Who is it?

Phoebe: Its me, Phoebe, and I've come all the way from Cenchrea, like you asked! And 
I'm not waiting another minute to see you, not after the sea voyage I just had.

Paul: Phoebe! How good to see you! Thanks for coming. So, it was a rough voyage?

Phoebe: Don't ask me about it. But I came as soon as I got your request.

Paul: And thank you for coming so fast!

Phoebe: So what did you call me all the way from Cenchrea for?

Paul: I've got a very important job for you, Phoebe, and it involves more travel.

Phoebe:  I've got a very important job already in Cenchrea, overseeing our handful of 
house churches. Why me?

Paul: You do it very well, and that's why you're respected far and wide, among all the 
churches this side of the Mediterranean. And that's also why you're the one to carry 
my letter and vouch for me, in Rome.

Phoebe: In Rome? I just had a visit with some brothers from Rome.

Paul: I know. They stopped in to see me, too. And that's the other reason why you're the 
one to carry this letter. Because you know 
the people and the situation there.

Phoebe: I do. And from what I heard, Paul, its bad.

Paul: I know. That's why I'm sending this letter.

Phoebe: To straighten them out, like you did with your letters to Corinth and Galatia? 
They don't know you in Rome like they do around here.

Paul: I know. But I want to enlist them in the next phase of God's mission, west of Rome, 
to Spain.

Phoebe: To Spain? You're already thinking of evangelizing Spain? While so much work 
remains in this half of the Mediterranean?

Paul: Once I get to Jerusalem for the next Pentecost, Phoebe, my work here is done.

Tertius: We've been warning him not to go, but will he listen to us? No.

Phoebe: What do you want them to do?

Paul: Well, I'm not going to evangelize Rome. That's done, already.

Phoebe: Five little conflicted house churches in a huge city like Rome and you call it 
“evangelized?”

Paul: The process has started, and they'll have to do the rest. Just like the believers in 
Corinth and Antioch and Ephesus are doing. With God's Spirit, they can. 

Phoebe: Great is your faith, Paul! But how are they going to help you when they're such a 
mess?

Paul: I'm writing this letter to help them get their act together so they can support the 
missionary expansion to Spain. 

Phoebe: How are you going to do that? The Jewish Christian households are barely 
talking to the Gentile Christian households, and in the one household where Jews and 
Gentiles worship together, their love feasts fall apart whenever anyone brings pork or 
shrimp to the meal. And whenever someone has a baby boy, the Jewish members 
insist he be circumcised.

Tertius: Nothing new about that.

Phoebe: And on top of that, some of the Jewish believers have rebel sympathies and are 
just looking for an excuse to stick it to the Romans, while some of the Gentile 
believers think that Rome is the best invention since sliced bread.

Tertius: They haven't invented sliced bread yet. Not unless you want to slice it yourself.

Phoebe: Oh. I'll have to tell the playwright. 

Paul: So, I'm dictating this letter for them, which Tertius is taking down in his beautiful 
penmanship--

Tertius: Thank you!

Paul: --a letter in which I remind them about how Jew and Gentile are each in the same 
boat, how they each face the same judgment for sin—
just different sins, but what 
difference does that make?--and how they both are saved and called the same way 
Abraham was, by trust, only now in Jesus. That takes about 8 chapters--

Tertius: I'm not putting any chapter divisions in this letter. They'll have to do that later, in 
about 1200 years, give or take.

Paul: Oh. Well, that part about how Jew and Gentile are judged and saved the same way 
for the same inheritance takes a lot of words. And then I explain to the Gentile 
believers how its God's prerogative to choose and call the Jews, but for their blessing 
too, so they can be grafted on like wild branches onto a domesticated olive tree. So 
they should forget their prejudices and be grateful to the Jews for the heritage and the 
blessing they're sharing with the Gentiles. Just like the Jewish disciples should stop 
shying 
away from the Gentiles.

Phoebe: So far, so good.

Paul: Anyway, I'm done with that part, and now I'm just getting to the part about how 
Jewish and Gentile believers can be the one new people of God together. In practical 
terms. Like hospitality.

Phoebe: Good. But don't forget to address matters of peace and persecution.

Paul: Oh? Why?

Phoebe: Because from what I hear, it threatens to drive a wedge between Jewish and 
Gentile believers. Some of the Gentile believers kind of identify with Rome and 
approve of whatever Rome does, even if it involves cracking down on Jews. You can 
imagine how that goes over with Jewish believers who have sympathies for Jewish 
rebels. Meanwhile, Gentile believers get a lot of grief for believing in a Jewish 
messiah and for having anything to do with Jews. So that makes them even more 
stand-offish toward their Hebrew brethren.

Paul: So, we need to address matters of peace and violence head on, don't we?

Phoebe: Yes. Like Jesus did. 

Paul: Okay. So here's what I've got so far. Chapter 12, verse 9:

Tertius: I'm not marking off any verses yet, either. That'll have to come later, too.

Paul: Right. Sorry. Maybe someday they'll call this chapter 12, and verse 9. Anyway, I 
start this section out by saying, “Love must be sincere.”

Phoebe: I hope they take that to heart.

Paul: The whole enterprise rests on love, really. I like to think of the Jewish and Gentile 
believers—all believers really, whatever their background—as two sides of a ladder. 
The rungs that hold them together are love. If the Roman churches would serve as a 
ladder to reach Spain, we can't have the sides falling apart because the rungs of love 
aren't strong enough to hold them together.

Phoebe: Good point. 

Tertius: Should I write that down?

Phoebe: I don't recommend it. They may not like being thought of as a tool.

Paul: True. But aren't we all called to be God's tools to reach the world in love?

Tertius: Like me, with my writing?

Phoebe: Yes. Like you, Tertius. But let's get on with your letter. What's next?

Paul: Then I say, “Hate what is evil; cling to what is good.”

Phoebe: Well, that would pretty much rule out either Roman state-sponsored violence, or 
the Jewish revolutionary kind. 

Paul: That's the intent. If the Christians get in on either kind of evil, that pretty much 
undoes all of my life work and everything for which Jesus lived, taught and died. 

Phoebe: But its not enough to say, “no bad.” What's the positive thing you're pointing 
them to?

Paul: I'm getting to that. “Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor one another 
above yourselves.”

Phoebe: Wow. You didn't add any exception clauses to that, I hope?

Paul: Nope. 

Tertius: He never does.

Phoebe: And you really hit the nail on the head with that honor stuff. Because that's what 
so many church conflicts are really about. Am I getting the honor that is due to me? 
Is my group getting the honor that is due to us? But you short-circuit that--

Paul: What's a "short-circuit?"

Tertius: That's an electrical term, but they haven't discovered electricity yet, either.

Paul: Who wrote this play, anyway?

Phoebe: Let's say, you effectively nipped a lot of conflicts in the bud by advising us to be 
more concerned about showing honor than about getting it.

Paul: That's the idea. 

Phoebe: But how are they going to remember that? You're dealing with some pretty 
stubborn aspects of human nature here.

Paul: I'm getting to that, too. Read the next line, Tertius:

Tertius: He says, “Never be lacking in zeal but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the 
Lord.”

Phoebe: Oh, I get it. Focus on serving and honoring the Lord, and you won't have time or 
the inclination to worry about whether or not you're getting the honor due yourself.

Paul: Right. And how do we serve and honor the Lord?

Phoebe: By serving and honoring each other.

Paul: Right. The two commandments that function as one: Love the Lord your God with 
all your heart, mind, soul and strength--

Phoebe: --And love your neighbor as yourself. Then what do you say?

Tertius: He says,  “Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer.”

Phoebe: Prayer. Or the lack of prayer. That's where the train comes off the tracks.

Paul: What?

Tertius: Trains haven't been invented yet either, Phoebe.

Phoebe: Well, don't harp on me about it. Tell the guy who wrote this drama that he keeps 
jumping the tracks with his anachronisms.

Paul: You just did. Anyway, if they take this advice and devote themselves to prayer, 
patience and hope, and to honoring each other more than themselves, that Roman 
church will become a missionary powerhouse--

Phoebe: A what?

Tertius: He did it again! There aren't any power plants yet!

Paul: I mean, they'll become a missionary force sending out a powerful, compelling 
witness, and which will then draw people in.

Phoebe: Like a lighthouse by a harbor?

Tertius: Yes. And we do have those.

Phoebe: So what's next?

Tertius: He says, “Share with God's people who are in need.”

Phoebe: There's a lot of those. Especially with persecution. Once Jews or Gentiles 
become disciples, they can lose their jobs. The Gentiles, because they won't 

participate in their trade guilds anymore--

Paul:--with all their secret and idolatrous rituals and festivals—yuch.

Phoebe: And sometimes when Jews become believers, they get disowned by their 

families--

Paul: --and from their family businesses. 

Phoebe: Like Jesus said, they have to count the cost if they're going to be his disciples, 
and some of them have paid a lot.

Paul: All the more reason that they need each other. 

Phoebe: You're not kidding. Then what?

Paul: I sum up that whole section by saying, “Practice hospitality.”

Phoebe: "Practice hospitality".....I take it that you mean more than, “know how to set a 
good table for guests and know which foods are for appetizers and which ones for 
the main course.”

Paul: I mean everything that hospitality means in the Bible.

Tertius: That's saying a lot.

Phoebe: Like what Abraham did for those three visitors to his tent, who turned out  to be 
Almighty God in disguise.

Paul: And like Elisha did for the captured enemy soldiers, when the king wanted to kill 
them.

Tertius: And Elisha said, "No, feed them and let them go home."

Phoebe: And like God did in making us a world and giving Adam and Eve a garden in 
which to live.

Paul: And in which to walk with them in the cool of the day. What is that, if its not 
hospitality? 

Phoebe: So, “Practice hospitality.” That pretty much sums up everything you've just said 
about honoring each other, and about sincere, brotherly love. And if they stop and 
think about the whole matter of hospitality--

Tertius: --And to their credit, its just as important to Gentiles as it is to Jews.

Paul: Yes. If they really sit and think about what hospitality means, it gets to the very 
heart of their relationships with each other and with the world.

Phoebe: And that would transform them from a squabbling farce into a missionary force.

Tertius: Oh! Have you got a way with words, Phoebe!

Phoebe: But don't put that in the letter! It might sound like you're mocking them.

Paul: Of course not. 

Tertius: Hospitality is really the whole point of what you're getting at in your whole 
letter, isn't it? You know, what God is doing for this one new people he's creating. Or 
re-creating, more like.

Paul: You've got it.

Tertius: See? I was listening while I was writing. 

Phoebe: What's next? Then what do you write? Do you unpack some of what hospitality 
means?

Paul: I'd like to, but I haven't yet. That's where I've just stopped, and I don't know where 
to go next.

Phoebe: You're stuck?

Paul: Yes. The inspiration and blessing that I've felt so far seems to have faded.

Phoebe: Remember what you told me to do whenever that happens?

Paul: What did I say?

Phoebe: “Whenever you get stuck and dry, go back to Jesus and the Bible.”

Paul: You're right.

Phoebe: So what would Jesus tell the Roman Christians?

Tertius: About hospitality?

Phoebe: You've already spoken about hospitality as it applies to relationships in the 
church. What about our relationships to the world?

Paul: Including enemies and persecutors?

Phoebe: Especially enemies and persecutors.

Paul: Ummmm—Help me Lord.

Phoebe: He has already. What did he say about enemies and persecutors?

Paul: “Bless those who persecute you.....”

Phoebe: There you go!

Paul: Okay. So, Tertius, write down, “Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not 
curse.” Like the Lord Jesus said. 

Tertius: "Bless--those--who--per-se--

Paul: But I'm not really done with how hospitality applies to the church.

Phoebe: Oh?

Paul: Because there's another kind of division in the church, beside Jew and Gentile.

Phoebe: You mean, about social class and slavery?

Paul: Exactly. Tell me about it.

Phoebe: Don't get me started. Most house churches are made up of the wealthy home 
owners, the lowly renters upstairs, and the even lowlier servants. And each of them 
has loyalties to entirely different groups in their cities.

Paul: And yet, as disciples, they need each other too.

Phoebe: But that's so easy for them to forget.

Tertius: Especially the wealthy and powerful members.

Paul: So we'll focus on them. The inspiration is coming back. Let's turn their attention 
toward each other, and remind them of what they have in common.

Phoebe: Joy and sorrow, for one.

Paul: So, Tertius, write: "Rejoice with those who rejoice, mourn with those who mourn."

Tertius: “Rejoice-- with-- those-- who-- "

Phoebe: So that you'll be like an orchestra playing together on the same music. Different 
instruments, different parts, same song.

Paul: Excellent! Next line: "Live in harmony with one another."

Tertius:“Live-- in ---har--mony-- with....”

Phoebe: And no instrument is better than another. They're all equally important.

Paul: Good point: Continue with, "Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with 
people of low position. Do not be conceited."

Tertius: “Do-- not-- be-- proud,-- but-- be-- will--ing-- 

Phoebe: But then people of your same social class will treat you like a class traitor, 
especially if you're wealthy and well-connected.

Paul: And that gets us back to showing hospitality to enemies. And once again, I'm stuck.

Phoebe: So what did Jesus and the Bible say?

Paul: “Do not repay anyone evil for evil.”

Tertius: "Do--not--re---pay...."

Phoebe: That's in Proverbs somewhere, isn't it?

Paul: Like you said, go back to the Bible.

Phoebe: But its about more than just revenge, isn't it? Its really about our witness before 
the world, to Christ.

Paul: Right. So, "Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody."

Tertius: “Be-- care--ful-- to-- do-- ”

Phoebe: But I can just hear them in Rome asking, “So what if we show hospitality to our 
enemies and don't avenge ourselves and still they hate us and even hit us harder?”

Paul: Their response is their responsibility, not ours. So, "If it is possible, as far as it 
depends on you, live at peace with everyone. Do not take revenge, my friends, but 
leave room for God's wrath----"

Tertius: Slow down, Paul: "As---far--as--it--depends---on---you--" 

Paul: (Pause) "For it is written: 'It is mine to avenge; I will repay,' says the Lord."

Tertius: "Leave---room--for--God's---wrath--For--it---is---written--.”

Phoebe: Where is it written?

Paul: In Deuteronomy. And then I'll add some more words from the Proverbs: "If your 
enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink."

Tertius:  if-- he-- is-- hungry, --give-- him-- .”

Phoebe: Wow, you've tied the whole thing back into hospitality, even hospitality to your 
enemies.

Paul: Just like God. But it doesn't stop there. The proverb goes on to say, "In doing this, 
you will heap burning coals on his head."

Tertius: “heap-- burn--ing-- coals-- on-- .”

Phoebe: Burning coals on his head? Is that like, “Love your enemies—it will drive them 
crazy?” I don't like that part of the proverb very much. 

Tertius: Yeah. Why does it say that?

Paul: Because, in the Bible, wickedness is its own punishment, like a self-inflicted 
shower of fiery hot coals. So it only stands to reason that if you refuse to respond to 
wickedness  in kind, the fiery hot coals of trouble-making fall only on the heads of 
those who engage in wickedness and who carry out the conflict. 

Phoebe: Where does it say that?

Paul: Psalm 120: “What will he do to you, and what more besides, O deceitful tongue? 
He will punish you with a warrior's sharp arrows, with burning coals of the broom 
tree.”

Phoebe: You really know the Bible.

Tertius: He's a rabbi. What do you expect?

Phoebe: And that's why the Proverb you quote says, “you will heap burning coals on his 
head,” because if your enemy is the only one acting wickedly, he is only inflicting 
burning hot coals on himself. 

Paul: Right. His own, and those that would have fallen on you, had you responded in 
kind.

Phoebe: Not that it doesn't hurt the one being persecuted. Still does.

Paul: Tell me about it. 

Tertius: Paul, show her your scars from the whipping you got in Ephesus.

Paul: That's hardly necessary, Tertius.

Phoebe: But you haven't given in to the desire for vengeance. 

Paul:  Not that I haven't been tempted.  Yet God has done good things through all my 
sufferings, as bad as they have been.

Phoebe: So write that to them. 

Paul: Write what?

Phoebe: Tell them not to be overcome by evil, like you haven't. But to overcome it with 
good. Like you have.

Paul: Its not about me.

Phoebe: No. But it is about the mission. And God's mission to the world depends on 
overcoming evil with good, not vice versa.

Tertius: God's mission to make a new people out of many peoples.

Phoebe: In Spain, even.

Paul: True. And beyond. 

Tertius: So, what's beyond Spain?

Paul: I don't know, but some day we'll find out. And whoever they are, I hope they don't 
forget the importance of peace, hospitality and overcoming evil with good when its 
their turn to carry on this mission.

Phoebe: So write it down, Tertius.

Tertius: “Do-- not-- be-- over--come-- by-- evil-- but-- over--come-- evil-- with-- good.”

Phoebe: That about sums it all up.

Paul: That, and “Practice hospitality.”

Phoebe: Speaking of which, when are you serving dinner around here? I'm famished!

Paul: I'm sorry. I should have offered something as soon as you came. I'll go see what's in 
the fridge.

Tertius: Those haven't been invented yet, either.

Paul: So tell the playwright!

THE END
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