ADVENT 1, B – November 29, 2020
SCRIPTURES: Psalm 103; Isaiah 64:1-9; 1 Cor. 1:3-9; Luke 17:11-19
I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace of God that was given you in Christ Jesus, that in every way you were enriched in him… 1 Cor. 1:2
I hope you had a nice Thanksgiving, even if it was more restrained than usual. I hope you reflected upon and gave thanks to God for His manifold blessings. This morning we will reflect briefly upon the words of St. Paul to the Corinthians, for he urges us toward a thanksgiving focus that is rather unique. “I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace of God that was given you,” he begins his letter to the Corinthians. Giving thanks for blessings given to others: now there’s a novel idea! In particular, giving thanks for the blessings in Christ that God has given to your fellow parishioners: this is what Paul does. So: give thanks to God that your fellow parishioners have been blessed in Christ, and see them as a blessing to you in Christ!
This is not necessarily easy to do. After all, people – even fellow Christians – can be difficult.  Paul doesn’t ignore this. He knew the people of Corinth quite well. He was not blind to their backgrounds and sins. Corinth was known around the world for its vice and licentiousness; sins to which their religious rites contributed. There were many fertility cults in Corinth whose rituals of worship often included sexual rites. 
· The temple of the goddess Aphrodite in Corinth had 1,000 priestess-prostitutes. 
People went to her temple to have sex. What a religion! They also went to pray, and regular prayers were also offered for people suffering from the ravages of venereal disease. No surprise! This was undoubtedly in the background of some of the members of the congregation in Corinth. There were also other potentially divisive things about them. Most were Gentiles, but a few were Jews. Most were poor, and some were even slaves, but a few were wealthy and were members of the higher social classes. The differences between them made no difference to Paul, however. “I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace of God that was given you,” he wrote to them all.
You probably don’t know the backgrounds of most of your fellow parishioners. Perhaps some came from broken and troubled homes. We all live in a society that is very sexually focused and depraved and impacts us. Due to our vastly greater communications technology, opportunities for sexual sin present themselves far more to us than to those Corinthians. These, and many other things, challenge our faith!
· And, hey: I grew up in Cincinnati: the home of the hedonistic Pete Rose (who was banned from baseball!). When I was a boy Pete would come to my neighbor’s house in his sports car to pick up Fritzi, the attractive oldest daughter in the house. “Hey, Pete!” my brothers and I would yell, and he would wave. He was married and had a baby, but we didn’t think about that. Maybe you should worry about me!
The interesting thing in Corinth was that it was not only their backgrounds and status in society that threatened their unity in Christ. Even their blessings were dividing them. For instance: each was boasting of his own spiritual gifts (such as speaking in other languages, or understanding the Scriptures), and looking down upon those they considered less gifted. Their response to sexual sins was dividing them into factions. They were even at odds with one another over whether or not they could do such a simple thing as eat the food that was used in the ceremonies of idol temples.

How are things with us? Well, right now we are physically divided by disease... and we are tempted to allow other things – such as the response to it, and fear of it – to threaten our unity by making us judges of one another. This is similar to the Corinthian people looking down upon one another because of the different spiritual gifts each had. Satan will use many things to try to separate us from one another.
What a blessing it is, then, to focus upon God and the gifts He gives in Christ Jesus! – and not just to you, but also to your fellow parishioners. “I give thanks to my God always for you,” Paul wrote to the Corinthian people, “because of the grace of God that was given you in Christ Jesus, that in every way you were enriched in him.” Are we not also – every one of us – made rich in Him? We are, indeed! Our faithful God has “called [us] into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord,” Paul says. He called each of us in our Baptisms, and by that sacred water joined us to Christ in His death and resurrection and sealed us with His Holy Spirit. Grace and peace is ours, for God is now our Father! 
· Did you ever boast of your dad as a kid? Each of us can boast of having God, the Creator and Lord of heaven and earth, as our Father!

We also share together in the meal of fellowship. Disease may have kept us apart, even from family, this Thanksgiving; but now you, with your brothers and sisters in Christ, will receive into your mouth the very Son of God Himself! Not even death, nor His ascension into heaven afterward, can keep Him from you. The eternal Lord over all fills not only you; He fills your fellow parishioner here with His flesh and blood which is holy, triumphant over your sin and death. He comes and raises us all to life with Him!
And this all takes place by His Word. He who by a word healed the dreaded disease of the lepers speaks His grace and peace to you, and as His word enters your ear and your heart believes it His grace and peace is yours. His knowledge is also yours. We believers in Jesus should not boast of the knowledge we have of the things of this world, for, no matter how great it is, it will pass away. People here might be impressed by a doctorate, or encyclopedic knowledge; but Jesus blesses even the lowliest Christian with the words, “Rise and travel; your faith has made you well.” By faith even the seemingly lowliest and least significant among us can say to God: “[I am] the clay, and You are [my] potter; we are all the work of Your hand.” (Is. 64) God’s hand is upon your fellow parishioner as a potter’s hand is upon the clay on his wheel, shaping it as it turns. A pandemic will have its affect, sure; but it will not determine our lives. God shapes the life of every one of His children! He does so as we listen to Him and follow His words. Each of us, then, can know who we are: God’s child in Christ. By faith each of us can say: “No matter where I am or where I go, my journey will be blessed, for my Father will shape my life!”
Pray for each other, then. We are fellow travelers in Christ and with Christ! Thanks be to God that He has given us to each other, to travel through this life together. Faith in Christ makes us well; makes us brothers and sisters in Christ. Thanks be to God for the gift of each other! In Christ Jesus, our Lord. Amen.
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