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There was no church yet, there were just disciples, when John said to Jesus, “Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we tried to stop him, because he was not following us.”  


Teacher, we saw someone doing good works, doing what you commanded, but he wasn’t part of our group, so he must have been at it for the wrong reasons.


Many centuries earlier “a young man ran and told Moses, ‘Eldad and Medad are prophesying in the camp.’  And Joshua, son of Nun, the assistant of Moses, one of his chosen men, said to him, ‘My lord Moses, stop them!’”

Moses, someone is saying that he has heard the voice of God but he is not one of us; make him be silent.


But no one owns God.  No one has the exclusive franchise.

Jesus said to his disciples, “Do not stop him, for no one who does a deed of power in my name will be able soon afterward to speak evil of me.  Whoever is not against us is for us.”


Jesus’ own disciples, the ones who walked around with him and knew him in person, couldn’t claim him as their sole possession.


Moses said to Joshua, “Are you jealous for my sake?  Would that all of the Lord’s people were prophets, and that the Lord would put his spirit on them!”

Moses, the one who ascended the mountain and spoke to God, the one who had led the Israelites out of Egypt and given them the Law, even Moses could not claim that God spoke only to him.


People love power, and God is the biggest power there is.  So when one of us gets close, even for a second, there is an overwhelming temptation to grab hold of that power, to pretend its belongs to us, to try to keep it and use it as if we owned it.


We don’t own God’s power.  We shine brightest when we reflect God’s glory, but we can’t hold onto any more than the moon can hold onto the sun.


James puts it plainly:  “Do not speak evil against one another, brothers and sisters…  there is one lawgiver and judge who is able to save and destroy.  So who, then, are you to judge your neighbor?”


The ones who own, the ones who judge, they put themselves above those around them.  Jesus told us that that’s exactly what we are not to do.  We are not to use God’s power as our own or for our own purposes, and we are not to judge lest we be judged.  What Jesus does is call us to serve, and he reminds us, as the Gospel reading did last week, that in his coming kingdom, “whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.”

That, I think, is what it means to be a saint.


Saints are not the ones who have all their theology right.  Who can?  We will never, at least in this world, know all that there is to know about God.


But we do know that God asks us to love one another as he loves us.  That we can understand, and that we can set out to do.


Along the way we can find help and inspiration in the stories of those who have gone ahead of us in the faith.  This church does not canonize or venerate saints in the same way that the Roman church does; but we do recognize the way some Christian lives shine as examples to us.  In fact, our church has a calendar of commemorations, an annual cycle of days of remembrance, inviting us to honor and to learn from Christians ranging from Saint Paul up to C.S. Lewis.

We observe those commemorations in the Wednesday chapel services.  But each Sunday is its own celebration, with its own readings.  So most of us, who come to church only on Sunday, rarely get to hear about these Christians who have gone ahead of us.

Today is a good day to break that pattern.  We are not the first people that Jesus has called to serve, and we can learn a lot by thinking about how others have answered that same call.  So let me read you the account of one set of Christians and how they gave themselves over to Christ’s service when the need was imperative.
In August 1878, Memphis, TN experienced a terrible epidemic of Yellow Fever. Before quarantine was ordered, 30,000 citizens had evacuated, leaving some 20,000 to face their fate. Deaths averaged 200 daily, and by the time the disease abated more than 5,000 people had died. 

During this time of panic and desolation, many clergy and laity served the victims despite the terrible risk. Especially notable were Constance, an Episcopal nun who was Superior of the Sisters of St. Mary in Memphis, and six of her fellow nuns. The Sisters had come to Memphis in 1873 to establish a Girls’ School adjacent to St. Mary’s Cathedral. When the 1878 epidemic began, Sister Constance immediately organized relief ministry. The Cathedral buildings were located in the most infected region of Memphis, and a goodly number of volunteers arrived. Known to us by name are Sister Clare, an Episcopal nun from St. Margaret’s House, Boston, the Rev. Charles C. Parsons, Rector of Grace and St. Lazarus Episcopal Church, Memphis, and the Rev. Louis S. Schuyler, assistant at Holy Innocents Episcopal Church, Hoboken, NY. 

These faithful persons ministered in Christ’s name through ghastly illness and death, giving relief to the sick, comfort to the dying, and homes to orphaned children. Six of the Cathedral group died: Constance, three Sisters (Thecla, Ruth, and Frances), and Frs. Parsons and Schuyler. They are all buried at Elmwood Cemetery. The two priests are remembered by a monument above their joint grave, and the present-day High Altar at the Cathedral is a memorial to the four Sisters.


There’s nothing glamorous about nursing the victims of a yellow fever plague, especially without adequate training, staff, or supplies.  There’s nothing exalting about watching thousands of people die.  But there is something holy about doing everything possible to ease their suffering, soothe their deaths, and care for their children.

It’s what Jesus asks his disciples to do.

This is Sign up Sunday.  Out in the Narthex there are dozens of opportunities to commit your time, your energy, and your talents to the service of Christ and his people, both inside the church and out in the world.  Some require only a few minutes, such as offering to help Grace Church extend hospitality to worshippers at a coffee hour.  Others ask more of us:  serving at the soup kitchen or the food pantry takes a few hours, and also a little courage:  it’s not always easy to encounter people in need, and realize how much of what we have we don’t deserve.
Many of the ways we serve put us side by side with Christians from other churches, whose understanding of God may challenge ours.  But we don’t have exclusive rights to Jesus any more than the first disciples did.  Nor do any other Christians, prone as we all are to forget it.  What matters is that we all, together, do the work Christ gave us all to do.

So sign up for something.  And stretch yourself a little:  remember, you aren’t doing this for yourself, you’re not doing it for Grace Church—you’re doing it for God, and because this is what God asks of you.  Step out of your comfort zone.  God needs you too urgently to be limited to your comfort zone.
Constance is memorialized in the high altar at the cathedral in Memphis now, but she didn’t set out to shine so bright, and she certainly didn’t set out to be a martyr.  She set out to serve God by opening a school for girls:  an important, but entirely ordinary, thing to do.

We too are asked to do important, but entirely ordinary, things for God.  The collect for the commemoration of Constance and her Companions asks God to: 

Inspire in us a like love and commitment to those in need, following the example of our Savior Jesus Christ; who with you and the Holy Spirit lives and reigns, one God, now and  for ever.   

Amen.

