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The   words  of   that   hymn  we   have   just   sung  (667)   begin   to   shine a  light   on  the  theme   that  is   present in our  lessons  this morning.

Set   free  from  present  sorrow
We  cheerfully  can   say
let the unknown  tomorrow
Bring    with it  what  it   may 

It  can  bring with  it  nothing
But he  will bear  us   through
Who  gives the  lilies  clothing
Will clothe  his  people  too

Beneath   the  spreading  heavens   
No creature  but  is   fed
And  he  who   feeds  the   raven 
Will  give  his  children   bread.    ( Hymn  667)

Jesus  draws   figures  of   speech  from the  world  around  him.   Our   need   for  food  calls   birds  to   mind.    Our   need for  clothing  calls  the   lilies    to   mind.  These are   obvious   exagerations.  We are not   fed like   birds    and  we are not clothed  like   lilies  or   the   grass. 

The   message  is  clear.     God   loves  you  and    God  will care  for    you.   We  are  invited  to    trust    God,     life      one   another.      Because   the  primary   way    God  responds  to our   needs  is  to motivate   another   to   respond   to   our   needs  .  Just as   God  motivates  us  to  respond  to  others  who are in    need.    That  is how   God  takes  care  of  us.  

In   some  of  our   supplementary   liturgical  material,   this  collect is  available  for   us  to use  today.    I   will  just  read  it  to you now.  We  will  pray it  later.

God  of  tender  care,   like  a mother   you   never  forget   your  children,   comfort  and   quiet   those who are  restless and  fearful,  In all our   anxiety,  give  us  the  spirit  of   trust in all our  worry   give  us  faithful hearts.

And   this  takes  us  to  those   words  from   Isaiah.   “Can a  woman  forget  her  nursing  child   or  show  no  compassion for  the  child of her   womb.   Even  though  these  might  forget,  says  God,    I  will not  forget  you.  I  have  inscribed   you on the   palm  of  my   hand.   

I  want  to   tell you  a  story,   written  by   Belden  Lane,  I’ve   changed  it  quite a  bit  (“The   Solace  of  Fierce  Landscapes,”  Belden Lane,  p. 231) 

“In  the   fall  of   1849 a  group   of   settlers  set  out  from  the   Utah  Territory  toward   gold   fields in the   San  Joaquin  Valley of   California.  They  called   themselves  the   Sand  Walking  Company,  which was their  mispronunciation of ,  San Joaquin,   the  place  they  were  headed.  On the   way,  they  took   a  “short   cut”  recommended to them  by  the  leader  of a  passing   pack  train.    So  they   headed into   140  mile   long  stretch of  desert.  And   that  was a   tragic   mistake.

Nothing  grows  there.  Even  today,  except  for a   little  cactus and  mesquite,. Some  salt  grass and  iodine   bush.  It  has places  with  strange  names  such as   Badwater and   Furnace Creek,  Funeral  Mountains and   Devil’s  Cornfield.  At   280  feet  below  sea  level,  Badwater is the  lowest  point in the  western   hemisphere.    On the floor of the   desert itself,  temperatures  have  been  read as  high   as    201  degrees   Fahrenheit.  That’s  eleven  degrees short of  the  boiling   point  for  water.

South  of  Ubehebe Crator  there’s a  wide  stretch  of  dried   mud  where  “moving   rocks”  are  still found  today.  These  are  several  hundred  pound  blocks of  limestone  that  have  been  slowly  pushed  along  the  desert  floor  by  gusts   of  wind  one hundred  miles an hour  or  more.  There are  tracks  eight hundred  feet  long in the  dried   mud   behind  them.   

In  the   fall of   1849  twenty  seven  wagons  started into  that  long   desert  valley.  Only  one of them came  out.  A  survivor  of  that  misguided  party  spoke of the dreadful sameness  of the  terrain.  They  remembered  only  “hunger and  thirst and an  awful silence.”  As the only  surviving wagon  topped  the  westernmost  crest of the  distant mountains, another one  of the  settlers  looked  back on the place  that  had  nearly killed them all and  said,  “Goodbye,  Death  Valley”.  That’s  how  the  site   received  its  name.

But  there’s  another name the  Spanish  use  to  describe   this    place.  They  refer to it as    la Palma de la Mano  de Dios , The  very  palm  of  God’s  hand.    

Whatever   “hell”  you   may   have  lived  through.   Whatever  hell   you   may   live  through.    God   has   you  in the   palm  of  his  hand.   Even  in   the   valley  of   death  or  the  shadow  of  death;  you  are  held  in  the  palm  of    God’s  hand.   God  will never  forget   you.  God   will  always   hold   you  in  the   palm  of   God’s  hand.

But  it’s   not  just    you   and  me.  You  can  tell  where   this  is  going  right?     
                                “He’s  got  the   whole  world in his  hand”  (   sing   first   verse,  led  by   choir )


Keep  that  in   mind   while  I  tell    you  about  an    experience  in the   ministry  of   Dr.  Paul  Brand,  a   hand  surgeon,     while he was  working  among   leprosy  patients in   Vellore,  India.     Phillip  Yancey  is  the   person  I   got   this  story  from.    ( Bread and   Wine )
One   evening   Dr. Brand slipped in late to a  patients  gathering, sitting on the mat  at the  edge of an open  courtyard.  The  air  was   heavy  with  combined  odors  of  crowding,  bodies,  poverty, stale   spices,  bandages.

The  patients  insisted on  a  few  words  from   Dr.   Brand and  he   reluctantly  agreed.  He  stood  for  a moment,  looking  at the  patients   before    him.  His   eyes  were  drawn to their  hands,  dozens of  them,  most  pulled  inward in the   familiar  “leprosy  claw-hand”.  Some with no  fingers  some with a  few  stumps where  fingers  used  to  be.     Many  patients  sat on their  hands  or  otherwise hid  them from   view.

I  am a   hand   surgeon,  he  began,  “So  when  I meet  people  I can’t  help looking  at  their  hands.  The  palmist  claims  he can tell your   future by   looking  at your  hands  I can tell  your   past.  For  instance  I can tell what  your  trade has   been  by  the   positions  of   the   calluses  and  the  condition of the  nails.  I can tell a lot  about   your  character;  I  love   hands.”

Then  he   talked about  how   he  would  love to  have  had  the chance  to   meet  Jesus  and   study  his  hands.  But knowing  what  he  knew  about  him  he could almost   picture   them,  feel   them.

He  talked  about  the  hands  of  Jesus,    in  Jesus infancy when his  hands  were small  and helpless   Then   the hands of the  young   boy.   Then  the hands of  the  carpenter -  rough  gnarled  from working  with saw and  hammer.

Then  there  were  the hands  of  the  physician, the  healer    Jesus  touched  the    blind , the  diseased, the  needy.  Then,  continued  Dr.  Brand,  There  were  his   crucified  hands.  Hands   that   had    nails   driven  through  them.  It  is impossible   to  do  that   without   crippling    them.  

In   not  resisting   that  action  Jesus,  the   anointed  one,   who  shows us most  clearly  the    character  of   God ,  allowed  himself  to be  identified  with  all the    deformed and    crippled    human  beings  in the   world.  .

And  then,  said   Dr.   Brand, there  were  the   hands of  the   resurrected Jesus  And  when  he    appeared  to   his  disciples  he    told  them to  come and  look at his  hands.  With  all the   transformations  that  come  with    resurrection;   death  to   life,  being   different  places  at the same  time,  passing  though   walls,  appearing and   disappearing in an  instant…  With all that    He  wanted to   keep    his  hands  as  they  were.

The    anointed   one  of   God  would  have  for  all   time  in the  palms of  his  hands    reminders  of   the  pain and   suffering , we  all  carry in   our lives.  We  all   have a    limp.  With  some  of   us  it  shows.   With  others  it  does  not.  Each and  every one of us  is   crippled  in   some  sort of  way .  For   most  of  us   it  doesn’t  show,  but   it  is   still  there,   secret and    hidden.   And   God  has  chosen to  be so    intimately   identified    with  us   that    God  knows  and   feels  and   carries  that   pain  and  that   crippledness  within   The   Divine,  within  The   Holy     

As  Dr.  Brand  finished  he  was  conscious  again  of   hands as  they  were   lifted  all over the  courtyard  palm  to  palm  in the   Indian  gesture  of   respect,   Namaste.  The  hands  had   the   same    missing   fingers  and   stumps  of  fingers  the  same   claw  shaped   hands….    And now   no one  tried  to   hide  them.  They  were  held   high.   The   shame  and  humiliation  was   gone.  Now  there  was   pride  and   dignity.   Even with  all their   deformity    they  were   still,   created  in  the  image  of   God.  

In  Epiphany  we  speak  of the   mystery  of  the  word  made   flesh  and  of  a   new  light  that  shines in  our  heart.   And  what  we  can   finally   see   is   the    promise  of    Advent. …   COME   TRUE.      We are a   people  without  shame   or     fear.   

Let  us   pray:

God  of  tender  care,
Like a  mother  you     never  forget  your   children
But   comfort  and  quiet  those  who are  restless  and  fearful;
In all our  anxiety,  give  us the   spirit   of   trust;
In all our  worry,  give  us  faithful  hearts;
that we  may  seek  your  kingdom  
and   having   found  it,   live  in  it  for  the   rest of  our  life.
Amen     
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