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CHRIST’S CREW 
How To Be People of Life-Changing Influence 

Text: Romans 12 

Introduction to the Scripture 

There are people today who believe that the highest form of love possible is what the Greeks 
called Eros—that drive to bond with an object that will meet one’s personal needs. But as 
important as that urge is in infancy and sexual intimacy, it is not even close to the highest form 
of love.  

There are those who feel they are extremely loving people because they regularly exhibit what 
the Bible calls Philia. They have a deep sense of affiliation with certain people, a devotion to 
people who, in the main, are devoted to them. But neither is that close to love in full bloom.  

In time, some of us grow a capacity to love people with whom we have no natural affiliation at 
all. We will feel a genuine compassion for the pitiful of this world, an impulse the ancients called 
Storge that drives us to stoop to meet a need. But here again, there’s more of love to be known. 
As we saw last week, Jesus shows us an even higher love and it is towards this more mature 
way of loving that God bids us on.  

Agape is the love with which God loves us. It is love without conditions or condescension 
because it considers the beloved precious beyond price. It is the Christlike love that is willing to 
meet and wash people in their dirtiest and most unlovely places; love that is ready to be a 
sacrificial servant for their welfare; love that is committed to doing good even to those who 
betray us—because Agape is directed not by what is in the heart of others but what is in the 
heart of God. 

It is an awesome thing to be in the presence of someone who loves with Agape—and I hope 
you have been at some point. Those of us who’ve been touched by someone who loved us in 
this way know that these people have more influence upon us than any other kind. That’s why it 
may surprise us to hear that there is one even more developed form of love. This the Bible calls 
Koinonia, and it is toward a better understanding of this way of loving that our Scripture leads us 
today…  

Present Your Bodies 

Romans 12 is a primer in those specific attitudes and behaviors that characterize the most 
evolved form of love there is—the way of loving the Bible terms Koinonia. The word Koinonia 
derives from the Greek word “koinos,” meaning “in common.” It is usually rendered in English 
translations by the word “Fellowship”—as in church fellowship, fellowship supper, or fellowship 
hall.) But the sort of life to which that word points is nothing like the pattern of polite chit-chat 
over weak church coffee that the word “Fellowship” has come to suggest today. It is instead a 
great deal more all-embracing, life shaking, and life building. It is much more like an experience 
I was given, years ago, when serving as a part of the Yale College rowing team. 

Rowing is a sport that demands a staggering commitment on an individual level. You lift weights 
and run stairs and practice your stroke on a ratio of 900 hours of training to 1 hour of actual 
racing. Sixty seconds into a race every muscle in your body is screaming “STOP.” When the 
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Apostle Paul says at the start of Romans 12, “I urge you to present your bodies as a living 
sacrifice— for this is your act of spiritual worship,” I can’t help but think of that first month of 
rowing—what a sacrifice it felt like, what a challenging religion it seemed, and how much God 
used it to teach me about our religion. 

An eight-man crew shell is sixty feet long. It has an almost paper-thin hull, hence the name 
“shell.” The object of rowing is to get everyone moving forward on their rolling seat—at the same 
time, on the same line, then dropping their oars into the water at precisely the same moment, 
exploding backwards with their legs, then pushing their hands down and feathering the oar 
blade out of the water at exactly the same time. The dynamics of balance in that shell are so 
delicate that if even one oarsman out of eight drops a shoulder anywhere in the rowing motion, 
the entire boat tilts to that side and makes it dramatically harder for everyone else to complete 
their stroke. If the combined three-quarters of a ton of oarsmen do not arrive at the front of the 
rolling track at exactly the same time, and then hit the stroke at exactly the same moment, the 
boat actually “checks” backward in the water, slowing it’s progress down measurably, before 
moving forward again.  

Complicating all of this are the different sorts of bodies that occupy a good boat. You see, 
depending on where one sits in the boat, different ratios of power, finesse, or balance are 
needed. Our team had bodies ranging from 6’ 10” to 5’11” and from 220 to 175 pounds. We had 
Engineers and Art Historians, Germans, Canadians, Irish, French, and English too. A recipe for 
war, if there ever was one! Or a new kind of United Nations!!! For the goal for which we labored 
all year round was to take this diversity amidst this complexity and become One Body in will, 
work, and motion—stroke after stroke for 2000 meters. FEW crews ever achieve that unity for 
more than a moment, but NO crew worth their salt ever stops dreaming of living there all of the 
time. 

One Body 

And neither should we. The Church, says St. Paul, is a Crew Team. Actually, Paul uses the 
image of the human body, but perhaps you can now see the connection. As my brother, Greg 
Ogden, reminded us last month, the Church isn’t just any team; it is the Body of Christ—a single 
Body formed by the living sacrifice of many bodies conjoining themselves to a sublime purpose 
so much larger than any individual member. Paul says: ”Just as each of us has one body with 
many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are 
many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.”  

In Paul’s words, we must “no longer conform to the pattern of this world”—the one that is 
constantly pushing us to focus on our own needs, our own motions, our own success, our own 
bodies. God calls us to see ourselves as part of a larger Body now with a new head which is the 
mind of Christ himself. “Now that you belong to me,” says Jesus, “so you also belong to every 
one else who belongs to me.” The big question is what this actually means in practice. Well, for 
ONE thing, it means that we are zealous in bringing our best to the team. Paul says: “We have 
different gifts, according to the grace given us.” Some of us have the gift of teaching or 
prophetic wisdom. Some of us have the gift of leading or governance. Some of us are gifted as 
servants or encouragers or dispensers of mercy. But wherever we’re seated in the boat and 
however we’re shaped, we always remember that this boat only goes as it should when all of us 
are zealously taking hold of the oars.  
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I’ll never forget a particular crew race at the end of my Freshman year. School was out and we’d 
been living for a month now at a training facility in New London, Connecticut, preparing to row in 
the 100th Anniversary of the Yale-Harvard race. The coach of the U.S. Olympic team was 
touting Harvard’s Freshman crew as the finest he’d ever seen. My teammate Fran O’Brien and I 
went out for a last walk on the morning of the race to ease the mounting anxiety we felt. Walking 
in silence for about 20 minutes, I finally said: “Fran, what are you thinking about?” Francis 
Xavier O’Brien IV looked like a young James Caan. He stopped in his tracks turned to face me 
and said these simple words: “I’m thinking that when this race comes, I’m not going to let you 
down out there.”  

What would it be like if, when the challenge came to use our gifts in some way to further God’s 
work through this church, we turned and looked at all the people around us, and in spite of our 
fears, in spite of the distractions or other commitments in our lives, we found ourselves replying 
like Fran did. We look them in the eye and say “I’m not going to let you down. You can count on 
me.” “Love,” says Paul, “must be sincere. Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual 
fervor, serving the Lord.”  

SECONDLY, belonging to one another means we exercise a humble hospitality toward one 
another. “For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more 
highly than you ought… Practice hospitality. Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with 
people [different from you]… Honor one another above yourselves.” The only thing worse than 
people who don’t know how much their own contribution matters, are people who don’t know 
how much everyone else’s contribution does. We will be living in Koinonia when every one of us 
walks the halls of this church praising God for the other people here; praising God for the 
differences we see around us. When we are committed to reach out in humble hospitality 
toward everyone in this Body—whatever age or economic station, whatever clothing or worship 
style; when we’re honoring one another in a way that shows we know that we can’t row this boat 
properly without the gifts of everyone here—without all of us showing up, not letting each other 
down—when all hands are on the oars. Then we will be touching Koinonia. 

Belonging to one another means, THIRDLY, that we prize our unity above almost everything. 
Unity is not the same as unanimity. Because God has intentionally made us different, we can’t 
be unanimous on everything. We are going to see things differently at times. We are going to do 
things differently at other times. And this is going to create conflict, friction. Christianity is an 
athletic business. It’s not for wimps. There are going to be times we have to stand up in the face 
of things we believe are going wrong. We can’t overlook problems or sin when we think we see 
them. Paul tells us that Christians will “Hate what is evil; [and] cling to what is good.” But when 
one of our teammates rubs us wrong can we prize our unity in Christ so much that we seek to 
handle conflict with grace? Can we see ourselves as zealously bringing our best to the team 
and exercising and embracing humble hospitality towards everyone else in the locker room? 
“Do not repay anyone evil for evil… bless and do not curse. Do not be overcome by evil, but 
overcome evil with good… Live in harmony with one another… As far as it depends on you, live 
at peace with everyone… Be devoted to one another in brotherly love.”  

Belonging to one another means, FOURTHLY, that we “rejoice with those who rejoice; [and] 
mourn with those who mourn.” An amazing thing happened on that day in New London. In that 
last month, our somewhat mediocre crew had overcome our squabbles and built a remarkable 
unity. We had learned a new rhythm with one another. When the starting gun sounded, we blew 
off that line like a jet from a carrier. This mediocre crew, left the “finest freshmen crew in the 
nation” in our bubbling wake, getting further and further behind. With only a quarter-mile to go 
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we were so far ahead the race was clearly over. Sweeter still was the knowledge that we were 
about to come around the final bend to the roar of a crowd filled with a huge number of the 
family and friends of our coxswain, Guy Gregoire. New London was Guy’s home town and 
everyone that knew him was there on those banks. We were inwardly rejoicing at what this 
victory would mean for Guy above all. 

And then it happened. Somehow, Guy miscalculated in his steering. Passing a seven-foot tall 
steel channel marker, Guy cut it too close and the lead oar slammed into the buoy, ripping the 
oar out of the oar-lock and bending the outrigger down into the water, dragging the boat to a 
dead stop. So many times before we had rejoiced together. One of the ways crews celebrate 
victory is by baptizing their coxswain. Now, our first impulse was to drown him! Guy had 
destroyed the thing we were all working for and he knew it. He began audibly sobbing over what 
he’d done. And by grace, more than a few of us began sobbing above all for him, for his 
embarrassment, for the pain of having let the others down.  

This is how it is meant to be in the Body of Christ. This is the way it is with Christ’s team. When 
one of us wins, all of us win and we rejoice. When one of us loses, all of us feel the loss and we 
mourn. We do not hear of the joys of one another impassively. We do not receive news of the 
sorrows of each other blithely. Our hearts rise and fall with one another—for we are “one Body.” 

The Season Isn’t Over 

You know, there is one further sign of Koinonia that bears mentioning before we go. We don’t 
win all our races. Sometimes the losses are staggering, the conflicts are hard. We don’t stop 
failing or mis-steering one another. But belonging to one another IN CHRIST means that we 
never lose hope. “Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer,” says Paul. As Harvard 
rowed past us that day, Guy found it in him to call out the stroke once again and somehow, with 
our keel cracked and taking on water, we managed to drag the boat across the line just a few 
seconds after Harvard and finish the race. 

We were just out of the showers when our coach called us together one more time. “Men,” he 
said, “The chief benefactor of our Crew Program saw what happened out there and how you 
handled it. He has decided to put up all the money to send you to the Wimbledon of Rowing. 
The season’s not over. We’re off to Henley England.” How often has the Body in one corner of 
this world or another seemed out of the race? How many times over the course of history has 
the church’s season in one locale or another seemed to be over—the failings and 
misadventures seeming to have caught up with her? Perhaps it is YOU right now for whom the 
season seems over; you’re hanging dead-tired over your oars with hope fading fast. Never 
forget who is at the Head of our team or what resources our Great Benefactor commands.  

Let me close by sharing what happened at Henley. With tens of thousands of spectators lining 
the River Thames, we lined up alongside a crew from Cambridge—the original Cambridge now. 
When the race began, nerves from our last failure and the awe of this race overcame us. Our 
form fell apart, the boat started to rock, and Cambridge disappeared out of sight past us. It was 
then the call from our coxswain sounded out clear. “Gentlemen, this race is not over! All 
together now, give me a power ten!”  

When I spoke before about the mechanics of racing, there’s something I neglected to tell you. 
It’s what happens to a boat when eight bodies so belong to one another through trial and testing 
that they actually move as one. The backward checking of the boat begins to dissipate as those 
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bodies start falling together in sync, and then the checking nearly disappears. The strokes 
become faster and more powerful, yet all that effort becomes strangely easier than before. And 
when every one is breathing and thinking and moving as one will, one Body, the boat’s hull lifts 
up out of the water and starts to hydroplane at a speed so phenomenal it feels supernatural.  

We won that race by the length of a football field!  

In crew terms that moment when it all comes together is called “Swing.” In the Body of Christ it 
is called Koinonia. As I said, it doesn’t happen very often. Very FEW churches get there; but NO 
church worth it’s salt stops dreaming of being there all the time. It takes a collection of people 
who see themselves as so belonging to one another that they zealously bring their gifts to the 
race, not wanting to let the team down. It takes people who show a humble hospitality toward 
everyone on the team because without everybody it isn’t a fully-functioning Body. It requires a 
people who prize unity so highly that they meet conflict with grace and rejoice or mourn with 
each other as though they were one with Christ. It takes a people who are joyful in hope, patient 
in affliction, and faithful in prayer. Above all, it requires the resources of the Great Benefactor, 
the Head of the Body, the Lord of the Church. There is no doubt about God’s dream for us. Let 
that dream become ours—all the time. 

Please pray with me…  
Lord, make us one as you are One… Grow a capacity for Koinonia in us. May the quality of our 
belonging to each other, our giving and moving together take us further than we even dare to 
dream possible and may that motion bring glory to you and blessing to the people of this world. 
In the name of Jesus we pray.  
Amen. 

 
Benediction 

As you go out this morning, you’ll find on the Bridgeway a photograph taken of the Yale Crew 
Team during the last hundred meters of that race at Henley. The third man from the back—the 
one who is looking especially winded—is me.  

You’ll note that we have a ways to go before we cross the line. But if you look closely, you’ll see 
a set of canopied stands behind us at the finish line. On the lower level is the silhouette of a 
woman wearing a hat. She is standing up to greet the victors, starting to applaud. The woman is 
the Queen of England.  

In an infinitely more important sense, each and all of us have a ways to go yet in our race too, 
but already—in the Royal Box—there stands the figure of the King himself, encouraging us on. 
Telling us that He is with us always, that a new season is here.  

So go forth in hope, be of good courage. And may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the 
love of God our Father, and the fellowship—the Koinonia—of God’s Holy Spirit rest upon you 
and remain within you as long as our race shall last. Amen. 


