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FAITH OF THE VETERANS Sermon for November 11, 2018

By Rev. Dr. Don Algeo
I'd like to take a few moments to begin with this morning to tell you briefly about two veterans. I’ve chosen these two men to talk about, not because there was anything unique or especially noteworthy about them, but only because I happened to know them both. Everyone here this morning could almost certainly provide equally appropriate examples.
The first veteran was my father, who served in the Army from 1943 until he was discharged in 1945 for medical reasons. He served most of that time in the Pacific arena, and he did not play a very heroic role in the war. In fact, he was a cook, and he never fired a gun in a combat situation, was never called upon to engage the enemy in any direct fashion.
While he was serving in the Philippines, he contracted a serious case of malaria, and that ultimately led to his discharge. When he returned to the States, he picked up on his life and lived out his years; but during all those years, he suffered from some semi-serious but not quite debilitating physical ailments, and the cumulative burden of those ailments led to a relatively early death.
The second soldier was someone I met just recently, and with whom I had some long conversations. His name was Dave, and he was about my age, and he had also served in the Army, and also in that same general part of the world, in his case in Vietnam. During his time in Vietnam, he was one of those many American soldiers who was exposed to Agent Orange. For those who might not remember, Agent Orange was a chemical that was used to defoliate vast sections of forest in Vietnam, in order to deprive the enemy of cover from reconnaissance aircraft.
Over the years and decades following the war, many American vets and many more Vietnamese suffered very serious aftereffects from their exposure. The soldier I met was one of them. By the time I met him, he was shrunken to the size of a boy, and his body was full of malignancy. Although he could still hobble to the necessity room, he had otherwise not left his bedroom for many months. A few months ago, he died in that bedroom, in a house on Bank Street in Albion.
I'd like us to think about these two veterans in the context of our Gospel reading for this morning, because it seems to me that they both illustrated not only what are some of the highest and best qualities of many of those who volunteer for military service, but that they also represent the qualities that Jesus has in focus in our reading,
Read Mark 12: 38-44

Beware of the Scribes
38 Then He said to them in His teaching, “Beware of the scribes, who desire to go around in long robes, love greetings in the marketplaces, 39 the best seats in the synagogues, and the best places at feasts, 40 who devour widows’ houses, and [a]for a pretense make long prayers. These will receive greater condemnation.”
The Widow’s Two Mites
41 Now Jesus sat opposite the treasury and saw how the people put money into the treasury. And many who were rich put in much. 42 Then one poor widow came and threw in two [b]mites, which make a [c]quadrans. 43 So He called His disciples to Himself and said to them, “Assuredly, I say to you that this poor widow has put in more than all those who have given to the treasury; 44 for they all put in out of their abundance, but she out of her poverty put in all that she had, her whole livelihood.”
The passage has two complimentary parts: the observations Jesus makes about the teachers of the law, and his concluding observation about a poor widow making a contribution in the temple. Let's take them in order.
The long flowing robes the experts wore were signs of rank and privilege. Someone wearing a long robe could neither run nor work, so the law experts were making sure people knew they were of the elite, leisured class.
They liked the front row in the synagogue. That was a special bench in front of the altar that faced the congregation, and it was reserved for the especially distinguished.
They liked the highest places at feasts. In the culture of the time, there was a strict seating order at special feasts. The first place was on the right of the host, the second on the left, and so on down the table, alternating right and left, so that everyone knew exactly the ranking of everyone present. The experts of the law expected the highest ranking, the seats nearest the host.
They devoured widows' houses. All Jews were supposed to have a trade by which they earned a living, and the law experts were no exception, so they received no pay. But in Jesus' time, they had managed to convince people that there was no greater honor than to support a Man of God financially, and thus relieve him of the necessity of ordinary work. Widowed women seemed to have been particularly susceptible to this strategy, to the ruin of many.
And finally Jesus mentions their long prayers, and that was because the law experts along with the Pharisees were notorious for going on and on in the public prayers, and it was obvious to Jesus that these prayers were not primarily being offered to God, but rather to the audience, so that no one could fail to see how pious they were who offered them.
Let’s compare them now to our two veterans.  They certainly didn't wear fancy clothes. In fact, they gave up fancy clothes to wear the simplest and most functional clothes imaginable, clothes that were just like what everybody else around them wore.  The whole point of the uniforms they wore was to eliminate any distinction of rank or class among those who wore them.

And they didn't take the front row in anything. Neither one ever rose above whatever rank their length of service warranted, and if any higher rank had been thrust upon them by wartime needs, I'm sure they would have shouldered the extra responsibility as a necessary evil, rather than a reason for pride or condescension.
They didn't expect a high place at the table. My father was a cook, for goodness sake. He filled the plates for people at the table.
And avoiding work? I don't think so, do you? They both gave up the ordinary jobs they’d  had, and switched over to work that was vastly more grueling and difficult and materially unrewarding, not to mention dangerous.
And as for the long prayers to convince others of their piety, I think it's safe to say that neither of these two ever said a prayer of any length in public. Whatever conversation they had with God, it was private, and they would both have been mortified by the thought of seeming Holier than Thou, to anybody. In fact, both of these individuals shared something that is said to be characteristic of people who have engaged in actual combat, who have seen what war is really like. Both of them seldom or ever had anything to say about it, at least to those who had never shared the experience.
Or to sum it up, they were modest, unassuming, unpretentious, reliable men. And doesn't that sound exactly like the individuals Jesus so often tells are will be equipped to appreciate heaven?

But let's move on to the poor widow and her gift at the temple. The surface reading of Christ's admiration for the woman is that she gave in spite of her poverty, whereas the others gave because of their wealth. C.S. Lewis in writing about tithing to the church – a practice he didn't much care for – offered his own rule of thumb instead, and that was that you should give until it hurts.
Well this woman's gift certainly hurt.
But I think Jesus point goes deeper than that, and that explains the fact that he says she put in “everything she had, all that she had to live on.”
For Jesus, what was important about the woman's gift was that it was really a leap of faith, a giving up of control of her own life and offering it to God's mercy. “She gave up everything she had” means that she was rendering herself helpless before the world, and trusting God. She was literally putting herself into God's hands, an action that foreshadows what Jesus himself was to do on the Cross.
And don't we see something very similar to that in our two soldiers? They gave up control over their own lives; they gave up their own plans and ambitions, and handed over direction of their future to someone else.
Now of course I realize that people have different reasons for entering the military, and not all of them do so with the expectation that they will be asked to put their lives on the line. But whatever else their motivations might be, they still have this one thing in common: that they all know that they might have to, and they all hand over the responsibility for making that decision to someone else. And if that isn't an act of faith, I don't know what is.
A great religious writer once said that God doesn't ask us to stop sinning, God asks us to give up the right to ourselves. I think that's about as good a definition of the Christian Way as there is.
Over and over in Paul's letters he refers to Jesus as 'our Lord and Savior.” Not just as our Savior, but as our Lord and Savior. Accepting Jesus as our Savior is a receiving, a receiving of a gift, the gift of His own sacrifice on our behalf. But accepting Him as our Lord is more of a giving, it is a giving over to Him of the stewardship of our lives.
Just as my father and Dave handed over control of their lives to the powers who could send them off to die; just as the poor woman handed over control of her life to the mercy of God; just so when we accept Jesus as Lord, we hand authority over our own lives to Him.

That's why the prayer we pray every Sunday begins with a commitment: Thy will be done.
So when we set aside this day to honor our veterans, when we speak of honoring their sacrifice, let's remember that we are honoring not only the sacrifices of time and energy and sometimes blood and even life itself that they make, but we are also honoring their act of faith, the sacrifice of their freedom of will, of their freedom to control their own lives, in order to safeguard our freedom to control our own. And let us keep that as a model of the sacrifice that Jesus asks and expects of all of us.
And so this morning, Gracious God, we offer a prayer of gratitude for all those young men and women who make a leap of faith, faith in the wisdom and good will of others, of mostly older folk who are supposedly able to use seasoned judgment in directing the lives of those young people. And we pray that you will infuse the judgment of those human authorities with Your own wisdom and love, that they may be always aware of the extraordinary responsibility they have in responding to the faith invested in them. And we pray this in the name of Jesus, who, like those veterans, made the ultimate leap of faith, also on our behalf.

