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                                      GREETINGS IN CHRIST
                                               Romans 16
	During the pandemic we learned many things, didn’t we? I learned to “fist bump”-how about you? Had you ever “fist bumped” before the pandemic? It got me to thinking about how we greet one another. When my son Walker was in India, he learned the Hindu greeting “Namaste”. With hands held together and bowing slightly you acknowledge the Divine within each person. When I lived in the High Plains of Texas driving those long stretches of empty highways you acknowledge an oncoming driver with your forefinger slightly elevated from the steering wheel. 
In the old days men would tip their hats to the ladies and the southern belles would curtsy as they still do in England when meeting royalty. People in the military salute and students at Texas A&M almost without exception greet you with “Howdy”.  In Louie Armstrong’s “What a Wonderful World” there is this great line: “I see friends shaking hands, saying, ‘How do you do?’ They’re really saying, ‘I love you.’” How we greet one another matters. It matters a lot.
	In the Hebrew tradition it is customary to greet one another with “Shalom”, conveying God’s blessings one to another. The early Christians would often greet one another with: “Christ is risen!” And the response of course was, “He is risen indeed!” In both the Jewish and Christian traditions people often exchanged a kiss of peace or kiss of fellowship. You see a version of this often today in the Middle East and in Hispanic cultures. A kiss is just a kiss unless you live and move in certain cultural and religious milieus. Then it matters a lot.
	Paul was quite aware of proper etiquette in greeting others in his letters. Almost always he began with “Grace to you” and he usually concluded with “Peace to you”.  In the 16th chapter of Romans Paul greets 34 people in Rome and sends greetings on behalf of eight of his companions with him in Corinth.  
It was highly unusual for Paul to greet people personally in his letters. Why does he list all these people’s names? Because Paul had never visited Rome, but he knew many people who had moved there. Remember that “All roads lead to Rome” then and now.  He wanted to establish a bridge head to those Roman Christians who had not yet met him. These 34 friends in Christ were in effect his personal references. Paul hoped to visit Rome soon and then on to Spain to continue his missionary ventures, hopefully gaining their spiritual and financial support. Think of Paul as the very first interim pastor-coming for a time and then moving on!
	Let me introduce some of these people to you. The greeters from Corinth included Paul’s right hand man Timothy, his fellow missionary. Also, Tertius, the scribe who turned Paul’s spoken word into the written word. By the way, the Jeopardy answer to the question, “Who wrote Romans?” is actually Tertius, Paul’s scribe. Then there is Phoebe, the woman deacon who carried Paul’s letter from Corinth to Rome. It also included Paul’s host Gaius and Corinth’s city treasurer Erastus. In fact, Paul says, “All the churches of Christ greet you.” 
Now the 34 folks receiving greetings included wealthy women, businessmen, slaves, Jews, Greeks, members of extended families and finally numerous Christians Paul had known elsewhere. Let’s meet some of them.
Meet folks who served the Roman church well, no doubt their leaders-Mary, Urbanus, Persis, Rufus, Tryphaena and Tryphosa who, Paul says, worked hard for the church. Like so many of you. Meet folks who Paul said risked their lives for him-Prisca and Aquila, a power couple if there ever was one in the early church.
Paul had worked with them in the tent-making business both in Corinth and in Ephesus. Paul says they “risked their necks” for him, probably referring to that near riot Paul provoked in Ephesus. We suspect Prisca and Aquila helped whisk Paul out of town. These were two of Paul’s best friends, fellow evangelists, who had since migrated to Rome.
Meet another power couple who had spent time in jail with Paul-Andronicus and Junia, who Paul says became Christians before he did. They may well have been the founders of the church in Rome, since Paul calls them prominent “apostles”. In Paul’s usage “apostle” means a church planter like himself. Note that Paul refers to Jesus’ original followers as “the Twelve.”
And meet finally these beloved sisters and brothers, the foundation stones of Christ’s presence in the City of the Seven Hills-Ampliatius, Stachys, Apelles, Herodion, and many others in the family of faith. One wonders how many of these beloved friends perished not long after Paul wrote this letter during Nero’s persecution in 64 A.D.  Paul says to greet one another with a holy kiss, a kiss of fellowship, especially shared during the Eucharist.
I have been thinking about Paul’s greetings to all these people as I prepare to take leave of your wonderful congregation. Paul gives a name to all these sisters and brothers in Christ, people he has known and loved. These people had become dear to him, truly a part of his life and ministry. I truly understand a little of how Paul felt about these dearly beloved.
Before I came to serve you, I had met several of you through the Presbytery. Now after almost two years together, I have come to appreciate you all and I have come to love you as sisters and brothers in Christ. What a joy it has been to serve you and to see all that has been accomplished during this interim. Formerly your names were mainly entries in a church directory. Now your names are written on my heart and in my memory.
So I greet you in the name of Christ Jesus as we conclude our journey together. Why greet you in the name of Christ? Because Christ is at the center of our relationship with God and with one another. Christ stands between us and draws us together. Our relationship is possible in, through and because of Christ. Christ mediates all our relationships, the connecting link for our fellowship. It is Christ who brought us together.
Paul named 34 people who had blessed his life. I hope I have been a blessing to you. You have certainly been to me. And for you all I am deeply grateful. Truly.
Now may I ask you a favor? I ask that you greet Pastor Deborah with open arms and a welcoming spirit, just as you welcomed me. Deborah and Jeff will no doubt become a big part of your lives. I know you will enjoy them as I have for so many years. Remember that this is Deborah’s first solo pastorate, after her decade and more as an associate. 
I remember the first time I served as a solo pastor. I had a lot to learn. Like moderating the Session and staffing the committees and being thrust into the center of the congregation’s life. I also had to learn how to preach every week. When I was an associate, I preached once a month so sermons were more like a research project. Preaching every week makes sermons more like a newspaper column. I hope you will encourage Deborah as she makes this transition from associate to solo pastor. I trust you will, with generous and kind hearts. Just as you have been to me.
This is an exciting new phase in your life together in Christ. Welcoming a new pastor brings with it opportunities for new forms of ministry and service. I pray it brings young families and their children into our congregation. I pray it brings a renewed call to serve the Rio Rancho community and beyond. I pray it brings new leaders willing to serve this beloved community. And I pray it brings the “joy of the Lord” to you all, a real joy rooted in Christ’s love and your love for one another. These are just some of my hopes and prayers for you. I assure you of this: I leave you in good hands with Rev. Dr. Deborah Huggins. 
So my final words to you are “Greetings in Christ Jesus.”  That is my simple message to you this blessed Lord’s Day morning. It is a greeting filled with love and hope and joy. May the joy of the Lord be your strength. Amen.         

