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In the name of God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Today I’d like to start out by talking about practicalities. In our Gospel today Jesus is very practical with the way He healed the deaf and dumb man. He literally put His fingers in the man’s ears and the after spitting on His finger, wiped it on the man’s tongue. Why? Why do such physical tangible things? Why also should the writer record such fine a detail? It can even seem a bit unhygienic. With Sarah, our two year old, we have to tell her not to let Abigail suck her finger, and Sarah hasn’t even licked her finger. It’s also not like Jesus was a magician, where He had to wave a wand or say some magical words that would then heal people. In fact there is little pattern between His different healings. Some He simply tells them to go because they have been healed. Others He gets them to complete a task like bathing in the river. One healing even occurs with out Jesus even planning or knowing about it. In the case of the women who simply touched Jesus’ cloak, she was immediately healed, without Jesus even doing anything.
But here He does some definite, specific actions. Now some people like to believe that it was a kind of sign language that Jesus was using, to convey His message to the man He was about to heal. I think it was more symbolic, and simply a case of Jesus being Jesus, and doing things His way. It is often easier for people to understand things when there is something physical or tangible that they can reach out and grasp.
My cousin for example. Coming from South Africa, he had not seen snow, so when on a trip around Europe, he was telling the people he was with, that because he had not seen snow, he couldn’t believe that it existed. It had to be something that was created in movies, or painted in pictures. Until, on the trip it snowed. But, because it had snowed overnight, and they awoke to a blanket of snow, he was able to concede that snow existed, but then declared that it had to be some kind of dew, that rather than falling from the sky, it came up from the ground. It was only until later in the day when it did snow, and he was able to go outside and see the snow falling form the ground that he had to accept that snow did exist as people have described it.

But how true is that of us today? Don’t we need to see things to believe them? Well, not always. Just take all the emails and now even SMS’ that go around explaining something, or claiming that if you only send this email on to ten people that Microsoft will contact you and reward you with 100$. Another one I saw the other day went into a long detailed description on how some of our saying have come into being. For example, that pork used to be an expensive item, and so when people were able to buy it, they would hang it up almost on display. And therefore the saying ‘bringing home the bacon’ came into being by describing how someone would have made a lot of money, and therefore been able to buy some bacon and bring it home. The email was wonderful to read, and all made sense, until someone replied and pointed out that none of it was true. Even in this day and age were we like to think that we need proof to believe something, people are still so eager and easy to believe things that aren’t even true! And yet when the truth comes along, many people refuse to believe it. Perhaps we should start sending sermons out via email.

Our first reading and psalm mention the point that knowledge of God and His word are truth. In our second reading, the writer of the Book of James puts it another way, “He chose to give us birth through the word of truth” Isn’t it sad that in here is the truth, and yet the world doesn’t see it. Perhaps that is why Jesus had to physically put His fingers into the deaf man’s ears, and touch his tongue, to give us something physical or tangible that we can reach out and grasp today.
Practicalities, things we can do. Our second reading has something even more practical, verse 27: “Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.” Here it is simple, “look after orphans and widows in their distress” and “keep oneself from being polluted by the world.” There’s not even a mention of faith here. It’s no wonder that in the faith verses works debate, the letter of James is used to support the works side. Let me sum up the debate, which often separates the Catholics from the Protestants. The Catholics believe that works are an important part of one’s spiritual life. While technically they agree that works don’t get you into heaven, there is a lot of emphasis on works as examples or evidence of one’s faith. The Protestants on the other hand claim that it is by faith alone that a person will get into heaven. Martin Luther, the great Protestant reformer once called this letter of James, an “epistle of straw” because it places such a great emphasis on works. As Anglican’s we lean more towards the Catholics in the faith verses works debate. But, as my dad mentioned last week, and from the Gospel last week, it you simply use the ‘rules’ to our own benefit and follow the letter of the law, or just do the bare minimum of works that are required to get you into heaven, then you’re not going there. It is the intention that God is more concerned about. 
Or to put it another way, as Bishop Joseph said at the confirmation we had here last month, “How can you teach a person about the love of God, when his feet are freezing?” So we should be doing practical things not simply for the sake of doing them, or getting into heaven, or as some kind of magical thing to spread God’s kingdom. Again, and example from last week was of the Crusaders forcefully baptizing the Muslims before cutting off their heads. No, our actions and works should be driven by our desire to care for people. To care for them even if they don’t become Christians at all. We should be feeding people’s stomachs and clothing their feet to open their hearts to God’s love, rather than trying to force God’s love into their hearts while their feet are freezing. And then trusting God, having faith in Him to do what ever He needs to do, in their lives and in ours.
You see Jesus heals the deaf and dumb man in our Gospel, simply at the request of the crowd, and his healing doesn’t bring about obedience of the crowd. Jesus commands them not to tell, and yet they keep talking about it. Even when we might be doing something for others, they might be rejecting God, but that is not a reason for us to quit, we should simply keep believing in the truth, keep looking intently at the perfect law, is the way James puts it, keep looking and keep doing, not forgetting what we have heard, and then we will be blessed.

As most of you might know, I have accepted a transfer to Dubai, but the time is rapidly approaching when I will be leaving. In a week’s time I go over for two weeks, then I’m back here for a week, then over there for two more weeks, then return for a week and then we all go. So this is my last sermon here, until I know not when. But I will be taking this message with me, to keep looking back at the truth, and to keep doing practical things, not forgetting what I have heard.
Lastly I wish to thank everyone who has helped and supported in the Parish, as a Lay minister and with my sermons. I will be back in two weeks, we want to have Abigail baptized before we leave, so I will thank people personally for their help towards myself and my family, but I wanted to take this opportunity to thank you all for listening to my sermons, providing me feedback, and let you know what a privilege it has been to serve in this community. Thank you.

Amen.

And so let us stand and profess our faith, the faith of the church on page 108.
