SERMON FOR EVENING PRAYER
The Second Sunday after the Epiphany1
) (Year II)
Lessons:

The First Lesson: Here beginneth the fifth Verse of the
third Chapter of Micah.?

“Thus saith [SETH] the LORD concerning the prophets
that make my people err, that bite with their teeth, and cry,
Peace; and he that putteth not into their mouths, they even pre-
pare war against him. Therefore night shall be unto you, that ye
shall not have a vision; and it shall be dark unto you, that ye
shall not divine; and the sun shall go down over the prophets,
and the day shall be dark over them. Then shall the seers be
ashamed, and the diviners confounded: yea, they shall all cover
their lips; for there is no answer of God.

“But truly I am full of power by the spirit of the LORD,
and of judgment, and of might, to declare unto Jacob his trans-
gression, and to Israel his sin. Hear this, I pray you, ye heads of
the house of Jacob, and princes of the house of Israel, that abhor
judgment, and pervert all equity. They build up Zion with
blood, and Jerusalem with iniquity. The heads thereof judge for
reward, and the priests thereof teach for hire, and the prophets
thereof divine for money: yet will they lean upon the LORD,
and say, Is not the LORD among us? none evil can come upon
us. Therefore shall Zion for your sake be plowed as a field, and
Jerusalem shall become heaps, and the mountain of the house as
the high places of the forest.”

Here endeth the First Lesson.
The Second Lesson: Here beginneth the forty-third

Verse of the fourth Chapter of the Gospel According to St.
John.*

“Now after two days he departed thence, and went into
Galilee. For Jesus himself testified, that a prophet hath no hon-



our in his own country. Then when he was come into Galilee,
the Galilaeans received him, having seen all the things that he
did at Jerusalem at the feast: for they also went unto the feast.
So Jesus came again into Cana [KAY-nuh] of Galilee, where he
made the water wine. And there was a certain nobleman, whose
son was sick at Capernaum [kuh-PURR-nay-umm]. When he
heard that Jesus was come out of Judaea into Galilee, he went
unto him, and besought him that he would come down, and heal
his son: for he was at the point of death. Then said Jesus unto
him, Except ye see signs and wonders, ye will not believe. The
nobleman saith SETH] unto him, Sir, come down ere my child
die. Jesus saith [SETH] unto him, Go thy way; thy son liveth.
And the man believed the word that Jesus had spoken unto him,
and he went his way. And as he was now going down, his ser-
vants met him, and told him, saying, Thy son liveth. Then en-
quired he of them the hour when he began to amend. And they
said unto him, Yesterday at the seventh hour the fever left him.
So the father knew that it was at the same hour, in the which
Jesus said unto him, Thy son liveth: and himself believed, and
his whole house. This is again the second miracle that Jesus
did, when he was come out of Judaea into Galilee.

“After this there was a feast of the Jews; and Jesus went
up to Jerusalem. Now there is at Jerusalem by the sheep market
a pool, which is called in the Hebrew tongue Bethesda, having
five porches. In these lay a great multitude of impotent folk, of
blind, halt, withered, waiting for the moving of the water. For
an angel went down at a certain season into the pool, and trou-
bled the water: whosoever then first after the troubling of the
water stepped in was made whole of whatsoever disease he had.
And a certain man was there, which had an infirmity thirty and
eight years. When Jesus saw him lie, and knew that he had
been now a long time in that case, he saith [SETH] unto him,
Wilt thou be made whole? The impotent man answered him,
Sir, I have no man, when the water is troubled, to put me into
the pool: but while I am coming, another steppeth down before
me. Jesus saith [SETH] unto him, Rise, take up thy bed, and
walk. And immediately the man was made whole, and took up
his bed, and walked: and on the same day was the sabbath.”

2.

God met us in our weakness, at the point of our real and
greatest need. That is why He poured out His life on the Cross,
letting His blood be shed as the one perfect offering, the propi-
tiation for the sins of the whole world. It is why He did not cast
off His human nature, but rose from the dead to remain one of
us forever. It is why He met the need of a man who needed to
see signs and wonders to believe, and healed his son. It is why
He gives mercy to you. It is why He came into the world.
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all and upon all them that believe: for there is no difference:
For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God; Being
Justified freely by his grace through the redemption that is in
Christ Jesus Whom God hath set forth to be a propitiation
through faith in his blood, to declare his righteousness for the
remission of sins that are past, through the forbearance of God;
To declare, I say, at this time his righteousness.: that he might
be just, and the justifier of him which believeth in Jesus.”"

So, you see, life is not a test. We did not need an exam-
iner, and we do not need a grade. The grade we each and eve-
ryone receive is “F.” We don’t need proof that we were born as
fallen creatures given to sin and death. Jesus did not come into
the world to grade our report cards. He came to this shipwreck
to rescue us from sin and death. It is called the grace of God; it
is called mercy; it is the manifestation of the love of God meet-
ing us at the point of our real need, even if we do not perceive
our need at all. It is summarized in those words of Jesus that
each of you should know:

“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only be-
gotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish,
but have everlasting life. For God sent not his Son into the
world to condemn the world; but that the world through him
might be saved.”"!

It seems so simple, so basic; and so why do we lose
sight of it? Because we are in a spiritual war, and the main
weapon of our common enemy is deception. It is good and
right to preach about sin, because we also have the message of
mercy and forgiveness. The world today doesn’t want to hear
about forgiveness. They want instead to have Divine approval
stamped on every choice they have ever made or will make.
Until they recognize that sin is still sin, but also that repentance
and confession bring about forgiveness and healing, as a priest I
can do nothing for them.

Here endeth the Second Lesson.
Text:

From the Second Lesson: “Except ye see signs and
wonders, ye will not believe.” In the Na®¥me of the Father, and
of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.

Homily:

Why is this story from St. John’s Gospel even written,
inasmuch as it is nowhere near as spectacular as the really dra-
matic miracles, such as the raising of Lazarus from the dead?
What was the Apostle John thinking? And, yes, we believe he
was guided and inspired by the Holy Spirit but, inasmuch as
that inspiration was to his mind and reason, it is right to ask
what John was thinking.

Like the healing of the centurion’s servant, this is the
kind of miracle all too easy for a skeptic to dismiss. So we
must learn why each of those stories is included in the Gospels.
The centurion’s story is not very spectacular either; but what it
teaches us about faith is. This story seems to be addressing
more the subject of faith than anything else.

What we read seems contradictory at first glance. “Ex-
cept ye see signs and wonders, ye will not believe.” Is this a
rebuke? Is the Lord displeased? If so, He doesn’t show dis-
pleasure. If needing to see a sign was a weakness, then the Lord
gave the weak man what he needed most.

Near the end of John’s Gospel, we see the resurrected
Christ saying to Thomas, “Thomas, because thou hast seen me,
thou hast believed: blessed are they that have not seen, and yet
have believed.”® Ts this a rebuke? That seems unlikely, inas-
much as it was the will of God for the Apostles all to be eyewit-
nesses of His post-resurrection appearances.
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As terrible as this may seem to the advocates of “tough
love,” it seems very obvious that Christ was making allowance
for human weakness, even a weakness in faith. To Him it is not
great faith that is necessary, but only faith as small as a grain of
mustard seed.” People who present themselves to others as pos-
sessing great faith generally are those of little faith, little in
quantity and quality. Even a grain of mustard seed is much lar-
ger, and that is because it is real.

One of the ways in which the popular American “faith
and prosperity” message does damage is in convincing true be-
lievers that they don’t have enough faith to please God; other-
wise, the logic runs, they would be in perfect health all the time,
they would have no economic problems, and they would always
be happy all the time. That kind of religion doesn’t produce
faith, but rather it demands a show, an outward presentation of a
jolly, successful and happy life; people who belong to such
churches can show no sign of weakness (no wonder they have
no confession of sin), and risk being on the outside if they do.
So, in the place of faith, they learn hypocrisy and denial.

Their error is a reflection of a very old one. Those who
think they can earn salvation by the accumulation of merits
never know if they have accumulated enough. Those whose
faith must be great never know if their own is great enough.
None of them can have any assurance that his sin is forgiven
and that he will inherit eternal life.

But, in the Church as established by Christ, there is no
need to impress each other; and the sacrament of Confession
and Absolution is for everybody, even bishops and other clergy.
Simply put, there is no room for pride, including the pride of
being “spiritual” and “fervent in faith” to all outward appear-
ance.

Back in the 1980s, as the people of one church to which
I then belonged were awaiting a bus to Washington, D.C., for
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the March for Life, we allowed some Pentecostals to meet at
our church and use the same bus. They decided to pray with us,
and one of them went through a very theatrical prayer in which
she attacked the forces of Hell with alarming self-confidence.
After she had her say to God, and to all the forces of Hell, I
asked everyone to turn to the General Confession, and asked the
rector (I was not yet a priest) to follow with the Absolution. For
I kngew that God resists the proud, but gives grace to the hum-
ble.

When we were present in Washington at that event, sev-
eral speakers were on a platform, and a rabbi was asked to lead
prayers. His words included, “O God, our hands have not shed
this blood....” But, looking at that vast crowd, I could not ac-
cept his words. His prayer was empty as long as he boasted
(and I know of a number of Christian clergy who would say,
essentially the same thing he did). We must never pray thus to
ourselves, as did the Pharisee in the Temple, “I thank Thee God
that I am not as other men are.” Some of those people had in-
deed shed this blood; some had indeed paid for or received
abortions. But they had repented and gone to God for forgive-
ness. That was part of why they had come.

The point John was making was very simple. When Je-
sus said, “Except ye see signs and wonders, ye will not believe,”
indeed, He was not pleased with that. But God is gracious.
This brings us into deeper things that must be understood. I
have said before: Beware of a religious teaching that says that
life is a test. Life is not a test. Life is a shipwreck. If life is a
test, we all have failed already.

“As it is written, There is none righteous, no, not one:
There is none that understandeth, there is none that seeketh af-
ter God. They are all gone out of the way, they are together
become unprofitable; there is none that doeth good, no, not
one.... But now the righteousness of God without the law is
manifested, being witnessed by the law and the prophets; Even
the righteousness of God which is by faith of Jesus Christ unto
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