EPIPHANY 3, C, 2022
SCRIPTURES – Nehemiah 8:1-10; 1 Cor. 12:12-31; Luke 4:16-30
The eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I have no need of you.” On the contrary, the parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable.  1 Cor. 12
As I get older I am finding that more and more parts of my body are requiring special attention.

· My arthritic right knee has had arthroscopic surgery, and last year I had 2 cortisone shots. The next step is a replacement.
· I’ve had surgeries on my left shoulder and right wrist.

· A number of times I’ve had skin cancers frozen off.

· I’ve had PT plenty of times to help heal from injuries.

All of these come with a cost. Thankfully, most of the cost has been covered by my health insurance; but not all. I suppose I could have saved money, and spared myself the pains of surgery and recovery, by not having some of those procedures. Which? Which part of my body should I consider dispensable? Which parts of your body?
Ah, there are the key words: of your body. We value our bodies and consider every individual part indispensible. We spend much and do much to protect, help and heal our bodies… and rightly so.

What about the bodies of others? Today some states in our country allow doctors to help people end their lives by suicide. Over 63 million babies have been killed in the U.S. by abortion since the Supreme Court in 1973 declared that state laws banning or severely restricting abortion were unconstitutional. Worldwide it is well over a billion. Who knows how many have ended their lives by physician-assisted suicide. 
We live in a culture of death. Our world often sees no benefit to enduring hardship and suffering, and increasingly sees death as the solution. There are many reasons for this, but perhaps one of the biggest is that people do not consider themselves members of the same body. Instead, individuality and self-importance are embraced and extolled. I hope that you do not embrace them and agree with things like abortion and physician assisted suicide. They are not of God but of the devil, who, Jesus says, “is a murderer from the beginning” (John 8:44). Jesus is the Author of life who not only lived, died, and rose to life again for us all but continues to live for us and direct our lives, for our blessing and the blessing of others.
And yet, He allows suffering and death. This is very difficult to understand, and especially to accept when you or a loved one is suffering. We hear this morning that Jesus was taken to task for not doing in His hometown miracles of healing that He did in other towns. He not only admits to this; He makes clear that He would not be doing such miracles. For this, the people of His hometown tried to kill Him.
It is hard to know that Jesus is a good and loving Savior who can heal any and every disease, and yet accept it when He does not do so. Why doesn’t He? There are many reasons, but just consider how He uses suffering to unite us in giving and receiving compassion. An excellent example of this is the healing of Naaman the Syrian of leprosy (Jesus referred to him in the Gospel reading). Naaman was the commander of the army of Syria, and he had as a servant a young Israelite girl who had been captured on a raid and taken away to Syria. How she could have hated him and been glad when he got leprosy! It was an incurable disease which excluded a person from everyone else and was considered a living death. But, instead of hating him she had compassion on him and told him about Elisha, the prophet of God who could heal him. Naaman went to Elisha and was not only healed of leprosy; he also ended up learning of and believing in God, and so was healed of his sin and death by receiving eternal life. Perhaps the young Jewish girl’s own loneliness and exclusion from her people helped her to have compassion for Naaman when he was excluded by others because of his leprosy.
Take this to heart. Don’t just ask God to take away sufferings and bring healing; ask Him to use sicknesses and sufferings and hardships to make you more compassionate, and by them unite you with the suffering and the sorrowing. We must always, and above everything else, look to our God. He unites us together us as one body; and that in two ways.
First, we are one by virtue of our creation. God made you, and every other person. He is our Father, and “in Him we live and move and have our being,” as Holy Scripture says (Acts 17:28). Your life is not your own, then; nor are the lives of others their own. To hurt oneself or take your own life is a great sin against God the Father. So is taking of the life of another, such as by killing babies by abortion, or not speaking up to oppose this and defend them. God is our Maker and our Father! Let us rejoice in this and never belittle others or ourselves, even when we are frail and can no longer do as we once used to do. Young or old, strong or weak, healthy or sick, God is still your Creator and your Father. He always has a purpose for you.
And, above all, in His Son He is your Savior. That which unites us the most and proclaims us to be precious above all things is the Son of God becoming man and giving His life for us. Jesus became the weakest of all for us:

· He became a child in the womb, growing and developing and utterly dependent upon his mother. By coming in the womb the Son of God set apart every life in the womb for Himself.

He then bore the sins of every person and in His body paid for the sins of the world. Every person is redeemed by Christ and has eternal life prepared for him/her!
God certainly has this in mind. We can trust Him always, then; and especially when we are suffering. No matter who you are and no matter what your life is like, God has His purpose for you. “Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers?” Scripture asks. God has His purpose for each. Whenever someone defends abortion by saying, “Every person should be wanted,” you can say, “Every person is wanted: by God, their Maker and Savior.” When someone belittles the old and infirm by saying, “Every person should be valuable,” you can say, “In Jesus, our Savior, every person has infinite value.” In fact, in Christ, “the parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable.” (1 Cor. 12) They pull us out of ourselves and cause us to focus upon others; and in this we are made to be more like Christ.
Last week, I drove to IN to attend an annual symposia at our seminary in Ft. Wayne; something I’ve done a number of times. I remember that, one time, Dr. Peter Scaer presented a paper in which he talked about how we must speak out against abortion, and afterward a man told him of a woman he knew who years ago had planned to have an abortion but had been persuaded to not do so. The son born to her ended up attending the Ft. Wayne seminary and becoming a pastor. The man then asked, “Who knows how many future pastors, doctors, teachers, etc., have been aborted?” Dr. Scaer responded, “I’ve heard that many times before, and that’s true. But, we should be just as concerned about the children diagnosed in the womb with Down’s Syndrome who are then aborted. Their lives are just as valuable and precious to God.” “The parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable,” Holy Scripture says. God has set every person apart as holy in Christ!
May God open our hearts continually by His Word to Christ Jesus, our Lord, and make us all, in our faith and in our lives, His life-giving people and life-honoring people; to the glory of Jesus, who gave His life for us all. Amen.
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