Bishop Hewett's Sermon for Trinity 14, 9/25/2011 at the Cathedral Church of the Epiphany Columbia, SC

Sermon for Trinity 14, 2011-09-25, Ch E, Columbia. Text: Micah 6:8. “He hath showed thee, O man, what is good, and what doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?”

On a wall downstairs there is a picture of Bishop Charles Grafton, a pioneer in the wilderness of the Northwest Territory in the 1870’s, in Wisconsin. Nashotah, an Indian name, was then a cluster of cottages by a lake. There was no insulation in these cottages, and they were cold in the winter. The Church was being planted in the wilderness by bishops like Charles Grafton, who today we remember as the Patron Saint of Episcopalians.

These pioneers for the Church had a monastic way of waking up in the morning. Whoever knocked on everyone’s door would say, “Let us bless the Lord.” The person in bed says “thanks be to God.” We wake up and walk humbly and gratefully with God.

The Gospel for today is about the leper who returned to give thanks to the One who healed him. He walked back to Jesus to give thanks. Walking suggests that we are pilgrims. Not to advance is to go backwards. Our tendency is to rush, to go faster than God’s timing. God’s pace is measured. Only the devil is in a hurry, because he knows his time is short. Our Lord was never rushed or fevered. His pace was never frantic. His life was always ordered, even when the pressures were great. Walking is relatively slow, about 2 or 3 mph. Someone once wrote a book called The Three Mile an Hour God. In order to catch up to God we may have to slow down. Sometimes the Bible uses the metaphor of running. “So run, that ye may obtain.” We are running a race. But today the metaphor is walking. “Walk humbly with thy God.”

Micah the prophet talks about walking humbly with the course God has set for us. “I will go with you,” God says. Micah was the prophet who foretold our Lord as the Shepherd King who would come from Bethlehem. Micah came from the Judean foothills near Jerusalem. One of the short books of the Old Testament bears his name. He wrote in the late 8th century BC when the Assyrians were advancing from the north to overthrow Israel. The force and terror of the advance was like the Chinese and North Korean onslaught against South Korea in the early 1950’s. Against this background, Micah calls Israel to account. The Lord has a controversy with his people because they have forgotten his saving acts of old. They have forgotten what it means to walk humbly with him. In a kind of courtroom dialogue, Israel answers back to God. “All right, God, what do you really want from us, with our enemies threatening us from the north? More sacrifices? A cult like our neighbors, with bigger and better sacrifices?” God answers, “Look at the record. I have shown you, O man, what is good, and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?”

First we have to admit that God exists. Sometimes tragedy wakes us up to the reality of God. The tragedy of 9-11 woke us up some. There was an opportunity for deeper repentance in our nation. Increasing numbers of scientists are waking up to the reality of God. There is only one reality, only one humble position, and that is walking with God. The whole universe moves in God. There is no existence apart from Him. Increasing numbers of scientists and philosophers are discovering God and his design in creation. The discoveries of science are shaking up the stubborn secularism of 19th and 20th century science and scientism. Once scientist said recently, “the universe is unlikely...very unlikely...deeply, shockingly unlikely.” The universe is beginning to look less and less like a lucky accident. The universe makes sense. Scientists are discovering that there is a numerological recipe for the universe. The divine Logos, the divine Logic, the Father’s blueprint for all creation, is intimately in all the details of all creation. We can adore God for this. We give thanks to God. We return creation to Him with thanksgiving. “God, I like your style.”

Astronomer Lloyd Motz of Columbia University opens up to us the mystery of life. Agnosticism melts away. Adoration and thanksgiving return. “If the total energy contained in any gram of matter were released, it would be sufficient to lift a one-million-ton object six miles into the air. A gram is only 1/28 of an ounce.” If the energy hidden in the bread and wine used in holy communion were suddenly set free, everything around us would be blown to dust, so unimaginable is the power God has hidden in the atoms of these outwardly unimpressive substances. What does this amazing energy, hidden in the atoms, suggest to us about the Holy Spirit, the Lord and giver of life? Given these scientific facts, should it surprise us that Jesus, the Lord and ruler of creation, healed ten lepers? Jesus is the enfleshment of the Father’s blueprint, the Son, through whom all the internal codes of man and nature are set in place for all eternity.

In today’s lesson from Luke’s Gospel, our Lord heals 10 lepers who formerly walked in isolation, as mourners. One of them, a foreigner, returned to give thanks. The foreign leper’s gratitude reminded Jesus of the gratitude of Naaman the foreign leper who was healed at Elisha’s hands some 800 years before. The Jews had the first crack at salvation and many rejected the opportunity. The Samaritan walked back to give thanks. He was made more completely whole by his gratitude. When we give thanks we increase our capacity to receive more good things from God and from others. Giving thanks to God returns to God the thing we thank Him for and teaches us how to appreciate the good things of life. In the Eucharist we learn how to return creation to the Father, through the Son, in the Holy Spirit.

The ten lepers who met Jesus first said something like the Jesus Prayer: “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us.” “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.” When Jesus saw the lepers he said, “God, and show yourselves to the priests.” He didn’t lay hands on them or give them any sign. He required faith of them, because He simply told them, “Go!” And as they went they were cleansed. As they went, not before. They had to start walking first. They had to take a step of faith. Trust God with the call He has upon your life. Trust God with your vocation. He knows what He’s doing with you, especially when you seem to be walking in the dark, or when you wish He was doing something else. He knows what He’s doing. There’s always enough light for the next step.

The rabbis were fond of repeating that the waters of the Jordan River did not part for the Israelites to walk over into the Promised Land, until the first Israelite put his foot in the water. Then the waters parted, and the people could walk over dry-shod, into the Promised Land. Later, people like King David wrote psalms, to thank God for his mighty acts in their lives. The psalms like the one sung this morning, Psalm 145, are great outpourings of praise and thanksgiving.

The New Testament was written by men facing persecution and death. Yet the New Testament is supersaturated with outbursts of thanksgiving. This is because of Jesus’ Resurrection. Jesus’ Resurrection is the masterpiece of God! Man in Christ can now be a truly living being! The disciples who walked with Jesus on the road to Emmaus, after Jesus rose from the dead, did not recognize Him until they all sat down to supper and Jesus broke the bread, and they recognized Him, and He vanished from their sight, and they said, “did not our hearts burn within us, while He talked with us on the way, and while He opened to us the Scriptures!” All the praise and thanks in the New Testament is there because Jesus is the living Way. From the Epistle to the Romans, St. Paul writes, “I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed in us.” In I Thessalonians, he writes, “in everything give thanks.” The well-known hymn, “Now thank we all our God” was written by Martin Rinkart after a period of terrible war, famine and pestilence. Rinkart buried so many plague victims that he could have become morbid. But walking humbly with God, he wrote that hymn of praise.

Someone once said that praising God brings forgiveness of sins, purifying and grace. Praising God identifies us with the victory of Christ whom we praise. Praise stirs up the soul and kindles our desire for God. In praise, the soul can burst into flame, overflow with love and find sins removed.

Thanksgiving drives away the ugly spirit of peevishness, grumbling and complaining. In monasteries and convents the monks or nuns sing the Psalter facing each other in rows, and they alternate, back and forth, with the psalm verses, as if proclaiming to each other the wonderful works of God. Like Bishop Grafton in Wisconsin, offer your waking moment to God in thanksgiving. When the alarm goes off or when someone calls you to get up, say immediately, “thank you God for this new day.” G. K. Chesterton used to say that we should not only give thanks for our food, but when we put on our socks, to thank God that we have feet to put them on. We should say grace when we go into the theater or fill up our gas tanks. Not even showers or toothpaste should be taken for granted. There was a man who said the Gloria Patri every time his car odometer clocked another 1,000 miles.

The great Fr. Schmemann put it this way: “the Church lives in thanksgiving. It is the air she breathes. In that thanksgiving, in that service, in that Liturgy, lies our freedom. Each time Holy Communion is celebrated we see that the salvation of the world is complete. All is fulfilled, all is granted. Man is now restored to his vocation – to offer God a reasonable service – to know Him, to thank Him, to worship Him in Spirit and in Truth.”

To walk with God means to unite our entire lives, bit by bit, with the Holy Eucharist, our sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving, our union with our crucified and risen Saviour. In the Eucharist, we walk with God: we follow Jesus to the Altar of the Cross. We follow Him to the empty tomb. We walk with Him on the road to Emmaus, to the Mount of the Ascension, to the Upper Room at Pentecost, with Mary and the Apostles and Bishop Grafton and all who walked before. We are there, and we continue walking, as pilgrims and apostles, filled with the same Spirit that raised Jesus from the dead, proclaiming as we go, as we journey toward home, that Christ is risen!
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