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Everyone loves a good story, whether it be in written word, or on the screen--movie or television. And there are certain classic plots.  One of my favorites, because I love science fiction, and it’s the plot that science fiction very often is based on, is this struggle of good and evil.  The great Star Wars episodes, the cosmic battle of the good guys and the bad guys, and the cosmically evil bad guys and the cosmically virtuous good guys.  Yet, if we put that in theological terms, or scriptural terms, for some reason we suddenly become uncomfortable with it.  We can read a book or look at a movie and say “Oh, it’s the battle of good and evil,” but as soon as we say, “Spiritual warfare is real,” then we react, "I’m not sure I’m ready to hear that.  That’s too intense. It’s fine if it’s out there in some story, but I don’t want to bring it inside, in here."

But, spiritual warfare is real. Everyday we are in some battle, in small ways or in great ways, whether it be our own internal struggle to be moral, upstanding people; or our trying to help our society make good ethical decisions in it’s government. That tension, if that’s a more comfortable word, but I think the more appropriate word is battle, exists. And it seems that at different periods in history, a particular kind of spiritual warfare becomes more prominent or prevalent than others. 

We are in a spiritual battle right now as a world, but especially as western culture, and I would even take that a step further and say, American culture.  And it is the battle of individualism versus the well being of the whole, the community.  It’s a very real spiritual battle.  Where is the line between what is good for the individual, and the rights of the individual, and respect for the individual, and what’s good, and right, and just for the society as a whole?  It’s a real tension and a real battle.  

\When we hear Jesus quoting this passage from the book of Isaiah this morning, I would lay odds that virtually everyone in hearing Jesus talking about binding up the broken hearted, and releasing the captive, and restoring sight, personalizes it.  Jesus is MY savior; Jesus comes to bring ME healing; Jesus comes to bring ME forgiveness; Jesus comes to bring ME restoration, and that is true.  However, that is not the only meaning of those words.  When Jesus quotes Isaiah, we need to understand that Isaiah was proclaiming those words not to individuals; Isaiah was proclaiming those words to the people of God.  What he was talking about was restoration of the people Israel, healing to the community, forgiveness for the people who had strayed from God and sought to return.  It is a message to the community about the community. 

Now, as we hear in this passage from Saint Paul in his letter to the Corinthians, we are members of one body, and the members exist for the body and the body exists for the members. Again, there is no fine line here.  But the last time I looked, I did not see an ear walking down the street, and I didn’t see an eye playing the violin.  

We have lost, we, as a society, have lost our whole sense of community, and unity, and sacrificing for the good of the whole, and supporting the whole, and being part of a whole. It’s all about ME: The individual versus the community. Let me give you a familiar, always the classic, example: Interstate 95.  The person driving down the road, who’s thinking, acting, behaving like an individual, says, “I don’t care what the speed limit is, I want to go as fast as I want to go, and I want to drive my car in whatever lane I want to drive it, and everybody else better get out of my way.  And we know them; right?  We meet them every day. As opposed to the person, community conscious, who says, there is a speed limit for the well being of everyone on the road, there are marked lanes to keep everyone safe, I will say in my lane, go the speed limit, beware of those around me, and wait my turn. That thinking is getting rarer and rarer, whether it’s on the road or in any other aspect of life.  And every news item, every advertisement, every message that we get bombarded with, says the same thing over and over and over again, “The individual is what’s important.  Claim your individuality!  You have a right to do this or be that.”  So far so good. “Regardless of the expense of anything or of anyone else.”  And that’s where we cross the line; that’s where we cross the line.  Jesus talks about proclaiming the good news of healing and restoration. The reality is, the Church, and I will extend that to all believing, God-centered communities, are probably the only places on the face of the earth right now teaching that the well being of the whole needs to be considered before individual wants.  And if we consider the well being of the whole, then individual needs will also be taken care of.  We are the only ones proclaiming that message.  We are the only ones saying, “We’re in a spiritual war for peoples’ souls.”  And everything out there is trying to tell you, “Go off and be self centered, self absorbed, and selfish.”  And we’re trying to tell you that God calls us to be caring, loving, supportive, and considerate of one another because if the body suffers, the members suffer, and if a particular member is too absorbed with worrying about him or herself, the body suffers, other individual members suffer and, believe it or not, eventually the selfish, self-centered member will suffer too.  

Of course, God wants to fill our individual needs.  Of course, God wants us individually to be healthy, and well, and restored, and vibrant.  But the way God has chosen to do that is to call us into supportive community.  Whether it be a parish family, a neighborhood, a city, a country, we were never created to be, intended to be, solitary, self-absorbed, self-interested, selfish individuals.  So when we hear these words of Jesus this morning telling us about restoration, salvation, health, and healing, yes, of course, we hear that as a personal reassurance, but not just as a personal reassurance. Let us also hear it as a reminder that all that takes place for the individual members within the community.

