Sermon Archive of The Most Rev. John T. Cahoon, Jr.
Metropolitan, Anglican Catholic Church

Thanksgiving, 1997
I think one of the most pleasant customs we have in the church is birthday blessings. The birthday blessing calls attention to the individual Christian, which is always a nice ego-builder, and it is a way of the congregation's saying to him, "We are glad you were born, and that you have lasted this long." I also believe that when we have more than one birthday blessing on any given Sunday, the variety of the people who come forward proves conclusively that astrology is wrong.
One of the things we pray in the Prayer Book's birthday prayer is that God will, "bless and guide (this person) wherever he may be, keeping him unspotted from the world." The phrase "unspotted from the world" comes from tonight's epistle.
St. James is counselling against the besetting sin of religious people, which is phoniness -- hypocrisy. We see that sin most vividly, of course, in all the people around us. He says that one proof of a truly religious person is that he knows when to keep his mouth shut. Bad news.
St. James tells us that if somebody seems to be religious, but doesn't control his tongue, he is deceiving himself. That person's religion -- such as it is -- is vain -- empty. Truly credible religion, he says, consists of visiting orphans and widows -- and keeping oneself unspotted from the world.
I shall never forget a birthday blessing I bestowed in the state which shall be nameless where I spent most of the earlier part of my ministry. The young woman in question was the daughter of our Senior Warden, and we were at the height of the punk period twelve or thirteen years ago.
She was a natural blonde like her mother, but she had shaved half of her hair off and had dyed the other half absolutely black. She wore stark white makeup for a hint of contrast, and from the ear below the shaved half of her head dangled an earring which was a sizeable black rubber rat.
As she knelt before me for her birthday blessing, I couldn't decide whether to gag or to break out laughing when I hit the phrase, "keeping her unspotted from the world." Almost predictably, she has turned out just fine, and she works quite successfully in the wonderful world of fashion design.
The thanksgiving connection to all this has to do with the requirements for a sacrifice that God will accept. The service of Holy Communion is a series of sacrifices -- we offer money, we offer bread, we offer wine, we offer prayers -- and we put them on the altar so God can make them perfect and give them back to us.
Then in the consecration prayer we first represent Jesus' sacrifice on the cross of Calvary in the forms of bread and wine, and then we sacrifice ourselves. We join our sacrifice of our selves to his sacrifice of himself, as we ask God to use our souls and bodies as he wants to use them.
In the Law of Moses God required that the animals the Hebrew people offered him in sacrifice be without spot -- no deformities or obvious imperfections were allowed. Those animal sacrifices were pointing ahead to Jesus' sacrifice. His spotlessness is not so much an outward matter as an inner one. His claim to be an unspotted sacrifice is his moral perfection -- his sinlessness.
The purpose of many of the Old Testament sacrifices was propitiatory. That means the sacrifices were intended to turn away God's wrath and to try to buy him off so he would overlook what people had done wrong. Jesus' death brought the need for any such sacrifice to an end. He is, as St. John says, the propitiation for our sins.
Christians sacrifice not to propitiate God, but to thank him. When we offer ourselves in sacrifice, it is not because we are afraid of what God will do to us if we don't. We make our sacrifice of our souls and bodies to thank God for what he has done for us already.
The thanksgiving offering we make of ourselves is spotless not because we have achieved spotlessness -- or because we can ever be spotless. We are spotless, because Jesus shares his own spotlessness with us. Our sins are washed away, and we are made perfect in the blood of the Lamb.
So let us thank God for "our creation, preservation, and all the blessings of this life; but, above all, for his inestimable love in the redemption of the world by our Lord Jesus Christ, for the means of grace, and for the hope of glory."
