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A Sermon by the Rev. Joe Parrish

“Finding peace with God”
The Gospel: Luke 17:11-19
     On the way to Jerusalem Jesus was going through the region between Samaria and Galilee.  As he entered a village, ten lepers approached him.  Keeping their distance, they called out, saying, "Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!"  When he saw them, he said to them, "Go and show yourselves to the priests."  And as they went, they were made clean.  Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed, turned back, praising God with a loud voice.  He prostrated himself at Jesus' feet and thanked him.  And he was a Samaritan.  Then Jesus asked, "Were not ten made clean?  But the other nine, where are they?  Was none of them found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?"  Then he said to him, "Get up and go on your way; your faith has made you well."  
     Thank you, Lord.  Amen.
     Yvonne Dilling, a church worker from Indiana, told UCC pastor Joyce Hollyday about the time she had spent with people exiled to Honduras from El Salvador by the repressive government there in that Central American country in the early 1990’s.  The Salvadorian refugees had been able to avoid the machine gun strafing of their rebel government’s helicopters and had immediately begun to build a camp across the border in Honduras once they had gotten to safety.  Their first task had been to form three committees: an education committee, a construction committee, and the “comite de alegria,” the “committee of joy”.  They knew the way to new life was first through education, so that was necessary in their new country.  Then they needed places to live and eat and hold their schooling, so construction was key.  But the ultimate need was for celebration, celebration which was as basic to the life of the refugees as digging latrines, building homes, and teaching their children to read.  Even in exile, they remembered to build and plant but never to forget to dance and sing.  That is an excellent model for us as well.  When you embark on your new journey with a new pastor, you want to be sure one of the committees you set up is a “comite de alegria,” a “committee of joy.” The Committee of Joy will help remind us of the victory we already have in Christ Jesus.  The Committee of Joy will lead us in celebrating the great healing and saving power of God that is ours through Jesus Christ.  Having a new pastor will be a learning experience, a growing experience, a building experience, but most of all having a new pastor needs to be an experience of great joy and celebration!  God has heard our prayers, and we give special thanks to our God for such wonderful overflowing mercies!
     Lutheran Pastor Edward Markquart from the Seattle area of Washington State, tells “the story of a man by the name of Pastor Martin Rinkhart.  He was pastor of one congregation for thirty years….  He was pastor of a church in Prussia from 1619 to 1649, during the Thirty Years War in Europe (1618 to 1648).  From the year the war began until the year the war ended, he was the pastor in the same walled city.  And into this walled city all the refugees from the Thirty Years War flocked in to find safety inside the city walls as the battles raged around them.  His town was overrun with poverty, the plague, and all the perils of war.  It was awful.  It was hell on earth.… By the end of the thirty years war, Martin Rinkhart was the only pastor left in town alive; all the other pastors had died, so he alone was left to bury the plagued villagers and refugees from war. [At the beginning of 1637, the year of the Great Pestilence (and Plague), there were four ministers in his town of Eilenburg. But one abandoned his post for healthier areas and could not be persuaded to return. And Pastor Rinkhart officiated at the funerals of the other two. As the only pastor left, he often conducted burial services for as many as 40 to 50 persons a day—some 4,480 funerals in all.]  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martin_Rinkart
     “Somewhere in the middle of all of that suffering, he wrote a hymn, which [has been called] the second greatest hymn of the Reformation, [after “A mighty fortress is our God”]. You know it well, ... “Now, thank we all our God; with hearts and hands and voices; who wondrous things hath done; in whom this world rejoices.  Who from our mother’s arms, has blessed us on our way, with countless gifts of love and still is ours today.”  Incredible.  What an incredible sense of thanksgiving in the human heart.  How beautiful are hearts filled with genuine thanksgiving.”  And Pastor Markquart continues, “You see, the greatest miracle is not to be healed of leprosy or cancer or coronaries; the greatest miracle in when my human heart is healed of ingratitude, so my human heart is then filled with daily thanksgiving..., thanksgiving to God and others... for God’s countless gifts of love. Please, God; heal my heart of ingratitude.”
     The late great Roman Catholic author and priest, Andrew Greeley, told this story: “Once upon a time there was a man who was struck down in his early thirties who was diagnosed with brain cancer. He had a wife and young children and a promising career. Suddenly all of that was swept away from him. He could barely talk or walk. He was in constant agony. His friends and his family, except for his wife and mother, avoided him. The doctors shook their head. It was too bad. He was a nice man and deserved longer life. But there was nothing they could do. At last he went to a very famous doctor who offered to operate on him, even though everyone else said the tumor was inoperable. The doctor warned the patient and his wife that he could very well die during the operation, though [the doctor] was pretty sure that he would survive and return to health. They decided that they should take the risk.

     “After nine hours of surgery, the doctor came into the waiting room, grinned at the man’s wife and said, ‘Got it!’ The man recovered and went on to a happy and successful life. Twenty years later the surgeon died. The patient’s wife said. ‘We should go to the wake [and give our respects and condolences to his wife and children].’ ‘I’d like to,’ her husband replied. ‘But it’s on the weekend and I have an important golf tournament.’
     I grew up in a denomination that did not have weekly or even monthly Communion, and when it did, it was almost always on a Wednesday night when my father was tired from work, and my parents rarely attended.  Later I went away to college as a pre-ministerial student in a strange city in another state and found that the so called ‘normal’ Sunday services were quite different from my home church, even though it was in the same denominational church.  As a result of that and a variety of challenging influences in my life, especially a philosophy course that really threw me, I disconnected from that denomination and began my search for another church.  I was originally on the road to becoming a pastor in that denomination, but then I went into a search mode to find what other churches might offer that would fill my now empty soul.  The search took many years, but finally I began attending Roman Catholic churches in the downtown Boston area near where I was a graduate student, and I discovered a new peace settled over me when I received Holy 

Communion.  It was unexplainable, but real.  And so on Sundays I continued to attend Catholic masses, but the preaching was abysmal, so I went in the morning to a Congregational Church on the Boston Common that had excellent preaching, better than I had ever heard before, but the congregation was not a welcoming one, I do not recall meeting a single person to talk to after the church service was over.  So I would then walk to the Roman Catholic service at the Prudential Center in the chapel on the first floor of that first skyscraper in Boston, and my Sunday was finally complete when I had received Holy Communion.  Still I met no one at that church either.  But I kept up these two-church Sundays for several months until finally one day I passed by a church on my way to Mass that advertised “Bach Cantatas at Noon,” and I went inside. Turns out, it was an Episcopal Church, and I found that inside this one church there was both great preaching and the Holy Communion, and I found my new home, denominationally speaking.  But still I never met anyone to talk to there either.  However, I found the new peace inside me continued; then when a short time later I moved for a few months to Manhattan for a summer job at Citibank; I found Trinity Episcopal Church at Wall Street sort of near where I lived; I began volunteering as an usher at Trinity Wall Street at the suggestion of an elderly priest there; and the next summer I joined St. Bart’s in midtown Manhattan when I moved to New York for good. There I met many new people, friendly, outgoing, and they had a young adults’ program that was terrific at the time.  And in between my two stays in New York I met my wife Jan at business school in Boston, and we began seriously dating.  I was confirmed at St. Bart’s in December 1973, proposed to my wife shortly afterwards, and we were married there at St. Bart’s in June of 1974.  I will not go into the rest of my biography but to say that my new wholeness in Christ continued to grow at that church, I went to seminary, and, voila, here I am here today nearly 40 years later.
     In a way I was one of those ten lepers who was healed of a brokenness, but who had the sense to turn back and seek the Lord to thank him, and at his feet I discovered my true calling in life. I was more than healed, my life was saved!

     I still recall one thing from my Greek class at the college I attended while testing my vocation as a teenager, and that was the word, “sodzo;”  for some reason I vividly remember my New Testament teacher emphasizing that the Greek word, “sodzo,” could mean one of two different things in different contexts. “Sodzo” is the word Jesus uses at the end of today’s Gospel lesson where he tells the Samaritan, “Your faith has made you well.”  But the translators of the text missed the mark this time.  Jesus really was saying to the one healed but who returned to give thanks to God--that Samaritan had already been healed as he turned to go to the temple authorities in Jerusalem--but when he turned back to bow down to God in ‘eucharisteo,’ in thanksgiving praising God, not only was his body healed, his whole soul was healed, he was made completely whole, he was “saved.”  Jesus gave him a brand new life to go with his brand new body.  What a joy that was for him!  It was that very joy that I received when I began to bow in Eucharist, in thanksgiving, to God, and which you will find in bowing in Eucharistic thanksgiving to God today.  You don’t even need to kneel if that is a problem, just give God full thanks in your heart for the joy of knowing your life has been made whole once again today at the Holy Meal.  It is a precious thing we offer twice every Sunday here.  It is a meal that will keep on giving you solace and fulfillment when we come to it with thanksgiving in our heart.  It is a wholeness and wellness that we want everyone on this planet to enjoy, to find the joy of being one with God for this one splendid moment when we receive the blessed Body of Christ and drink of his Cup.  Here we find worship.  Here we find peace.  Here we find glory. Here we find salvation.  May we dedicate our lives to helping others find this joy here with us as our new friends.  Amen.  

