“If it is possible … as far as it depends on you … live at peace with everyone.”
Romans 12:18

When I was in college, now many years ago, I would get phone calls or long letters from my parents. After a while, I noticed a familiar pattern and rhythm in both the letters and calls.
The communications would be general, a sharing of family information or hometown news. As time grew short or the pages of the letter multiplied, their comments became more direct, specific and terse — a cascade of admonitions, encouraging words and warnings about life in the big world.
One has a sense reading St. Paul’s magisterial letter to the Romans that a similar dynamic is at work as he turns, beginning with chapter 11, from his exposition of the Gospel to the “therefore.” What does a radically “transformed mind” lead to? In a rush of phrases, the apostle moves from the inner life of the Christian community outward toward a new way of engaging with the larger community. I recently heard someone refer to Romans 12 as Paul’s other “love chapter,” certainly a very useful suggestion. It might also be, along with chapter 13, designated as the apostle’s echo of the Sermon on the Mount, applying it to a variety of situations and issues that were confronting the believers in Rome.
And they must have found themselves sorely tried. “Repay no one evil for evil …”  “Beloved, never avenge yourselves …” These are the expressions which frame the carefully worded directions with which we began: “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.” It is a direction that immediately suggests a question that has all the energy of a challenge, specifically, “How much does it depend on me?”

To live at peace? To be a peacemaker? Have I done enough? Have I availed myself of the disciplines that could transform my capacities and commitments to respond to conflict in hopeful and not hostile ways. The whole passage assumes the possibility, if not the probability, that Christians will find the world in conflict with them because they have given themselves into a new community where class distinctions and assumptions of privilege, possession and priority have been relinquished, “counted as refuse,” before the riches of the Gospel. With the exception of the hospitality that these Christians show toward one another, Paul does not anticipate their enjoying the benefit of what we refer to as a comfort zone or safety zone within the world. But no warrant is given for turning away from life in the world, for withdrawing from the neighbor into a smaller world of family and fellow believer.
By living with the question of how much the peace of my neighborhood, my community, my country and even my world depend on me, the Christian and citizen sets an example of not foreclosing the struggle to live at peace and for peace. Our minds naturally go to the present war in Iraq, the attendant struggle against terrorism, the dynamics of an epoch that makes neighborhoods of all nations. Other momentous challenges to peace hanker for attention, challenges that have the potential to wreak greater, even more enduring havoc.
The elimination of nuclear weapons, the rejection of a policy that entertains such weapons as a privileged national option, these commitments press upon us in a day in which the reversal of the nuclear threat is seriously threatened. For the moral imagination inspired by the love of God in Jesus Christ, the only coals of fire that are to be heaped on the heads of the enemy (Romans 12:20) are the acts of kindness and mercy that anticipate and invoke a life together in God’s Shalom.
“Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”
