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[bookmark: _GoBack]Sermon by Mike Kinman from the virtual worship at All Saints Church, Pasadena, at 11:15 a.m. on Healing Sunday, January 3, 2021. Readings: Micah 4:5-10, Psalm 9::1-2, 7-11, 13-14, Galatians 4:1-7 and John 1:1-5.  

In the Beginning
Help us, O God, to be masters of ourselves that we may become the servants of others. Take our minds and think through them; take our lips and speak through them. Take our hearts and set them on fire, for Christ's sake. Amen.

+
For 28 years, when those words were spoken from this pulpit you knew whatever words followed would captivate, challenge, comfort, disquiet, and inspire you.  

This is George Regas’ pulpit. Any of the rest of us are just trying to keep it warm and do justice to the legacy he has left us. It is a legacy not in bricks and mortar but in hearts and lives set on fire. 

As I announced at the beginning of this service, George died this morning, peacefully, at his home with Mary at his side.  

It feels strange, even inappropriate to stand in this pulpit this morning. I’ve always been aware of the honor it is … but perhaps never more than this day.

And … I know the best word I ever got about my preaching would be when George, meeting me at the door after the 11:15 service would grab my hand, look me in the eye and say: “You preached the Gospel.”

So that’s what I’m going to try to do today. 

And maybe it’s God’s providence on this day that George’s life is changed, not ended … that our Gospel this morning takes us back to the beginning. Not just the beginning of the era of church, and indeed of American Christianity, that is coming to a close today … but to the beginning of beginnings.

In the beginning … the Gospel says. 

In the beginning. 

Those words take me back in my life. Not to the beginnings of beginnings but at least a ways before our journeys joined together here at All Saints Church. 

It was about 15 years ago, and I traveled to what is now South Sudan, to a little village called Lui.  The Comprehensive Peace Agreement that was supposed to end the civil war between the north and the south had officially been signed but there was no sense that the violence was over.  When I got off our small 10-passenger plane after it landed on a thin dirt airstrip in the brush, the first thing I saw as I looked down at the red earth was spent shell casings. 

As we went into the village, I noticed that there were very few males between the ages of 12 and 50. They had all been conscripted into the army for the war. When we met with the mother’s union and someone asked how many people had lost a family member to the war, nearly every hand went up.

We had to go into South Sudan illegally … not only because there was no customs office in Lui to stamp our passports but because the U.S. State Department had declared this a place Americans should not travel and we had been told if anything happened to us, our government would not help us.

The civil war that was slowly coming to a close had lasted more than 20 years, left 2 ½ million people dead and four million more displaced.  A few years back, the Anglican bishop of Lui, Bullen Dolli, had been forced to dig his own grave and kneel before it with a gun to his head, only to be spared when the soldier’s heart was turned by the bishop praying aloud not for himself but for the soul of his would-be killer. 

It was arguably the most dangerous place I had ever been, and yet as the sun went down, I realized I was not afraid. It wasn’t because I was or am normally especially courageous … it was because in that moment I had a deep sense that I was in the midst of a community whose love was so powerful that would not hesitate to put themselves between me and a bullet … and that they had done this before.  Their love became my courage. 

My safety, my life, was completely out of my control. And while that thought should have been terrifying, instead I felt safer than I had ever felt. As that first night fell, I felt like I was resting in the hand of God. 

And then I looked up. And painted across the sky were more stars than I had ever seen before in my life. 

In the beginning … scripture says.  
In the beginning.

As I gazed upward into the universe, 93 billion light years wide and still growing, I realized I was looking not just across space but back in time. Somewhere out there was “in the beginning” … light from the flash and music from the song that began it all nearly 14 billion years ago.  

We don’t see stars like this here. We don’t have that experience of the immenseness of the universe … of how small we really are.  Our own lights of civilization dim the celestial lights to our eyes, leaving us to gaze up into a night sky filled with our own glow … and we are tempted to believe in the myth of our own centrality, that what we can see, make and control is all there is. 

There is an illusory safety to that blanket of light we create and live under. The illusion that our world is controllable. The universe becomes small enough for us to imagine we can be its masters. And we become offended by anything that would challenge that.



But there, hundreds and hundreds of miles from any electric light, the universe revealed herself. The people who lived under this canopy needed no reminders that they were not in control of life and death.  They had been through more death than I could possibly imagine … and they had certainly not become numb to its pain. 

And yet … what I felt in that moment, and in the time we spent together, was neither fear nor resignation but Hope. 

Hope grounded not in pretending the universe was small enough to control, but Hope grounded in the obvious knowledge that it was not. 

Hope that comes from having everything else stripped away and discovering that love remains. 

That even through death … love remains. 

In the beginning… scripture says.

In the beginning was the Word … and the Word was with God. And the Word was God.

In the small universe of our own creation, words like this sound more like superstition. When our own glow is all we see, it is easy to reduce God to a phantom that disappears under the microscope of rationality. And yet what our science teaches us … and in fact why science is so regularly suppressed … is that there is much more that we don’t know than we do. That we are not the masters of creation. That there are huge forces in the cosmos, beautiful and terrible, before which we are like dust.  That we are ultimately vulnerable.  

“And therefore, as a stranger give it welcome. There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”

Today is Healing Sunday at All Saints Church. Some of our most powerful experiences of this community have happened on healing Sundays. Because it is one day where we explicitly invite the vulnerability we at once fear and crave. The one day where we invite anyone and everyone to name our wounds and griefs and fears and trust that they will be met with love. And that love has the power to restore … that love heals. 

Maybe there is no other area we crave certainty and control more than in healing. Maybe it’s because when we are wounded, grieving and afraid as we are this morning, we are most aware of how vulnerable we truly are, and we find ourselves ill-equipped for the experience. 

Staring into an abyss when we are accustomed to gazing up and seeing only our own comforting glow … we don’t know how to do that … and so we often tremble in fear and grasp for anything that will restore the comfort of that blanket of civilization’s light.

I get asked sometimes what I pray for when someone asks for healing prayer. Mostly, I try to remember that infinite canopy of stars. 

To remember that along with forces beyond our control there are powers beyond our comprehension. 

That what a God who was “in the beginning” 
…who is also a God who became flesh and dwelt among us 
…who is also a God who loved fully even unto death invites us to in these moments is not to fear the vulnerability but to embrace it. 
To cry out with integrity. 

To sing the song that is on our heart … not as a way of trying to sway some cosmic judge of the worthiness of our claim … but simply to invite our creator to cry with us. 

To lay out our wounds, fears, griefs and hopes and to try beyond trying to trust the wisdom that was in the beginning to hold us and love us and make us whole. 

When I pray for healing, I remember the stars. And … I remember this story.

Many years ago, my friend Michael was given the wrong medication at the emergency room and had a severe reaction that sent him into a coma. For days and even weeks his condition didn’t improve. The doctors began to talk about removing life support. His spouse was preparing for life and raising their kids without him. 

One day, a prayer group he was a part of visited him in the hospital. They stood around his bed, held his hands, and one of them began to pray.

He prayed, “God, we lift Michael to you to do with him what you will. We trust that he is in your hands and whatever happens, he will be OK.”

Then he paused, and shook his head, and then he said. “No. That’s not good enough. This is wrong. His life is not done yet. We are not done with him yet. We need Michael, God. His family needs him. God, I know you can heal him, so you better damn well do it!”

Soon after, against all medical probabilities, Michael began to recover. The doctors described it as his brain literally rebooting in a way they had never seen before. 

And when he regained consciousness, he told his spouse that he had a distinct memory of this group standing around him and of the demanding prayer that his friend had made.

There are powers beyond our comprehension. I don’t know why or how Michael recovered from his coma. I know and have lived so many instances where physical healing did not follow prayers that were just as heartfelt. Certainly, our prayers for George were just as passionate, if not more, and that did not stop his death. That’s because God doesn’t just sit around waiting for just the right number of prayers or sufficiently pious or demanding prayers before spuriously deciding to intervene. 

What I take from Michael’s experience is that there are powers beyond our comprehension and manipulation. Powers that meet us in our moments of greatest vulnerability. Powers that we are facing this morning as we bid farewell to George and begin to face a life without his presence here on earth. 

There are powers beyond our comprehension and manipulation … and our response to those powers is to try to trust in them, to be humbled by them and … to bare our hearts and souls to them – crying out that which is our deepest pain and desire. Not because we believe God and these powers can be lobbied … but because we are trying to trust that whatever happens, the God who was in the beginning is with us still.  

Because we are trying to trust that, whatever happens, the love that is God is the most powerful force for healing in the universe. 

Because we are trying to trust that, whatever happens, even death cannot separate us from one another because are always joined together under that infinite canopy of stars, sheltered in the hollow of God’s hand.

We have lost so much in the past 10 months. George’s death just being the latest and one of the most profound.  Our wounds are deep, and our griefs are many. The year past has been like a blackout where suddenly we look up and instead of seeing our own reflected glow, we find ourselves gazing at the vastness of the universe and discover that we are not control, that we really never have been, that there are forces beyond our control and powers beyond our comprehension. People dear to us have died and are dying and we feel powerless to stop it, probably because largely we are. 

And so, we come to Healing Sunday, 2021. We have perhaps never needed this Sunday more … and yet what we crave … being able to come to this altar rail … to unburden our hearts … to feel the touch of a hand … the anointing of the oil … the comfort of the words. Those very things we crave for healing in the deepest irony we are told will spread sickness and death. 

And yet … we do come together this morning even in this odd, disjointed, technological way. Masked and distant, still we show our wounds and lift our voices and cry out the deepest pains of our souls, the deepest desires of our hearts.  I cannot lay my hands on you this day, but be comforted in knowing that my hands, or Sally’s, or Alfredo’s, or Susan’s, or Zelda’s or Ed’s or George’s were only ever vehicles for a grace and love that is beyond both our control and comprehension. 

That love is not constrained by physical presence. It never has been.

We know this. In fact, we are incarnating the power of that love ourselves this very week. As George’s earthly journey drew to a close this week, prayers and messages of love poured in from you all and from around the world. One, thanks to our dear friend, Wilma Jakobsen, came to George from Archbishop Desmond Tutu. 

He wrote:

“Dear George,

“God loves you with a love that cannot be measured. You are special to God who embraces you and draws you to embrace you and hug you close to God’s heart. You are special to God who loves you with a love that cannot be measured. Wow. So commit yourself to this love, whether you are alive or not. God bless you, +Desmond.”

When I read those words to George, his eyes softened … and I could tell these words, words George himself had spoken in different ways so many times to so many of us … were resonating deep in his heart, probably as much for the decades of friendship he and Desmond have shared as for their content. 

And it occurred to me that these words were not just for George but for all of us. They are the words of healing and hope that have brought us this far along the way.

Hope grounded not in pretending the universe was small enough to control but Hope grounded in the obvious knowledge that it is not.

Hope that comes from having everything else stripped away and discovering that love remains. That even through death … love remains. 

So, cry what is deepest on your heart this day. Storm the gates of heaven and demand that the God who can heal better damn well get busy … or at least explain why she hasn’t. Bare your soul to the divine, leave no word unspoken and no lament unsung. 

Do all these things … and then remember.  In the midst of all that is beyond our control or comprehension, there a love, ancient and powerful, that surrounds and connects us all. In the midst of all that is beyond our control and comprehension, remember … In the beginning was the Word. And the Word was with God. And the Word was God. 

God, who loves you with a love that cannot be measured. 

You are special to God who embraces you and draws you to embrace you and hug you close to God’s heart. 

You are special to God who loves you with a love that cannot be measured.

Wow. So commit yourself to this love, whether you are alive or not.

May God bless Desmond.  
May God bless and receive George into her arms of love.
May God bless, comfort and sustain us all. Amen.  





