Sanctity of Life Sunday

By Fr. Lucas Dalgleish

God is ProChoice and ProLIfe!

I was going to title this sermon, “Elephants, Donkeys, and Jesus, oh my!”—being in the midst of the political season we’re in and the battle that’s waging between the Democrats and Republicans…I like how Dn. Marios gives a title for each of his sermons—if my sermon had a purely political message that’d be a good title…but it doesn’t—it has political implications, but it speaks to a spiritual reality before anything else. 

As you can see from the bulletin cover, and for those of you who follow the pro-life movement, today is “Sanctity of Life” Sunday. Christians from around the world are gathering today in Washington, and elsewhere, to remember and pray for the end to abortion and the protection of the pre-born. Our own Bishop, now the Patriarch, is in Washington this week along with our “CEC for Life” organization, and a large gathering of our youth, to participate in the annual “March for Life” rally. Well over a hundred thousand, hopefully hundreds of thousands, are expected to be there…And just this last summer Andie Rotary and Scott Bostick, from our youth group, traveled to Ireland to work with a pro-life organization there. So if you didn’t already know it, if you’re new to our community, the Charismatic Episcopal Church, the CEC, is a staunchly Orthodox, Christian church, and therefore a staunchly pro-life church—to be the former, a professing, Orthodox Christian, is to be the latter—that’s not my opinion, by the way—as we’ll see, that’s what the Scriptures clearly teach and it’s the consistent witness of the church catholic for over 2 centuries.            So if something I say catches your attention this morning, I invite you to come talk with me or Fr. Ken—probably better, Fr. Ken—he and his dad, and a few other like-minded people, birthed this communion out of a prison cell in Los Angeles defending the pre-born. So we aren’t arrogant in our position—we listen and reason with those who disagree—but we are unashamedly on the side of defending the defenseless. Because we believe that’s what God does…

And that’s the focus of our reflection this morning, or if you’d like a title—“Is God pro-life?” We’re going explore some Scripture passages, including our Isaiah text…And the way I’m going approach this—it might seem a little bit like preaching to the choir, so you’ll have to forgive me—I think most of us probably share a common understanding on the issue of abortion. But I still find it’s good to refresh our minds and reason through even widely held convictions if, for no other reason, to keep our wits about us and, really, as an apologetic tool—“apologetic” just means the ability to defend and explain our beliefs to others. And so like Paul in Athens, some of this might seem more like an exercise is reasoning and logic than preaching—that’s okay, though—both reason and faith are used to the glory of God. Paul said to the Greeks, “Come, let us reason together…” and then systematically explained his Christian faith….  And so that’s where I felt led this week. And, quite frankly, it’s been a challenge for me to think through an issue like abortion in this kind of systematic, dispassionate way, because it truly is a matter of life and death—it’s an emotional issue—so please forgive me, but to get through this I’m going have to stick to my intellectual guns. We could have just as easily held a lamentation service this morning for all the pre-born, but I felt that God wanted us to reason through this issue together as a community.

Let me first say a word about God and politics—that’s always kind of the elephant in the room. I’m not going get into a long treatise on the separation of church and state, because that’s not the word I got this week in prayer. I think Christians should be interested in matters of the state, but I’m also uncomfortable with the confusion of the two that often goes on in some of the Evangelical, Orthodox, and Roman Catholic circles—there needs to be a healthy balance, clearly. But that being said, we’ve got to reckon with the fact that God is not afraid or unfamiliar with politics. He’s not apolitical…   In fact, he’s greatly interested in politics—not in particular parties or candidates—God’s not a Democrat and he’s not a Republican—but he must be interested in politics because politics, by its very definition, has to do with polity, with “people”—and God is a people-person! He’s concerned with the affairs of his children. And so, throughout history, he’s acted in the political arena, at his discretion and wisdom, certainly when there was a theocracy in the Old Testament, and even in modern democracies—the government is still “upon his shoulders”, as Isaiah prophesied—God is still active in the affairs of men…Let me give you evidence of this—and this is the first of three points in this sermon. What we’re really talking about this morning is the nature of God and the value of human life, in this case, the pre-born infant. Before anything else—before it’s a political or public health issue, abortion is first and foremost a spiritual matter…life and death are always, at their core, spiritual matters—but, having said that, clearly the issue of abortion also carries everyday, political significance… it’s first and foremost a spiritual matter—but, for better or worse, it’s also become a politically charged issue and so we’re forced to ask the question: “How interested is God in the everyday, political affairs of men?” That’s the first point, or question this morning: Is God interested in politics?

We don’t have to look very far in the Scriptures, especially in the Old Testament, to find the answer to that question. God is clearly not uncomfortable in the political arena. Take the prophets for example—people called, by God, to speak on his behalf. If you look at the subjects of the biblical prophecies—if you were to line ‘em up, you’d see that they dealt with quite secular, or what we would call “political” issues—not exclusively, but overwhelmingly—in other words, while underlying them there existed a deeper, spiritual significance—they were manifested in everyday political and social issues. If you took all the prophetic utterances in the Bible, you’d see that they address very practical and political matters—land, labor, wages, debt, taxes, capital, equity, fairness in scales, courts, prisons, immigration, racism—the prophets talk about economic divisions, social justice, war and peace, and so on and so forth…And who was their primary audience? More often than not it was kings, rulers, judges, employers, landlords, owners of property, and religious leaders… People who have, what we would call, political influence. For me that was a huge discovery, because I think sometimes prophecy is viewed only as personal, private, and spiritual—it certainly can be that, but if you look at the biblical evidence, you see that God, more often than not, speaks to the public and political affairs of men—it’s very practical and specific—and, when followed, it has huge political implications. Take Jonah and his prophetic warning to the Ninevites—what happened? The king repented and declared a nationwide decree—that’s a political act—a legislative act—he repented and called his entire nation to do the same…         God spoke and policy changed…

So clearly God’s not uncomfortable, or out of his element, in the political arena...     Now why does that matter? Because it reveals something of his nature and character as a loving God. He’s not a distant deity—he’s not uninterested in the everyday affairs of his people—we’re not too small to him….  He created us in his image and he cares—he came as one of us—he suffered as one of us. Jesus was a political scapegoat—he knows what it’s like to experience social injustice at the hands of the corrupt elite; he was falsely persecuted and wrongfully suffered capital punishment on our behalf. And so he, above all, desires justice—social justice; he wants equitable treatment; he wants a fair judicial system; he wants peace between the races—he wants the governments of men to honor him! And that brings us to our second point—our second question. The first was, “Is God interested in politics?” If God is interested in political affairs—that is, in polity, in people, and how we’re governed—which, by his nature, we know he is—then he must be concerned with an issue as serious as abortion because it has a direct bearing on people—his people! It’s a matter of life and death—remember, it’s a spiritual matter first—but it’s also a political and social issue, and so that’s begs the second, rather important, question—“Is God pro-life?” 

And, for some, this is where it gets dicey… because we in the church have to be extremely careful before we declare that God is on this side or that side—too many times, for instance, in war, that’s been wrongly proclaimed by modern-day prophets more consumed by love of country than love of God. We’re not in a theocracy anymore and, more than that, we’re severely blinded—so to boldly proclaim that God is on our side is something that should not be done, short of a direct revelation from God. We’ve got to be careful—but we do know this—we know that God is always on the side of freedom, and to the extent that we, or any nation or people group, participate in that cause, justly and humanely, we can enjoy some comfort in believing that we’re doing the right thing—the civil rights movement would be an example of this—that was a social war—and many people would agree that defending the Jews against Nazi Germany was a righteous cause—and there’re other examples. I won’t dare to offer an opinion on the current conflict because I’m not up here to give my opinion—but I pray every morning that peace would come to the Middle East and that we would all of us would eventually beat our swords into plowshares—that’s my daily prayer. But here’s what we’re getting at—while we may not know if God is on one political side or another—whether he’s joined this army or that army—one thing we can know as Christians, without any reservation, because its recorded in his Word, is that, as with freedom, God is always on the side of life, not death—God desires life, and life abundant—John 10:10! That is clear throughout the Bible—194 times the word “life” is mentioned in the New Testament alone—referring not only to eternal life, but to our lives on earth and how they should be spent honoring God as the author and creator of life. He desires for us to have life and life abundant. As Fr. Ken preached a few weeks ago, God does not glory in death, he’s not the author of evil—yes, he rebukes and punishes, but he does so justly and it is we who chose death by our sin—he does not cause that—if our sin, or someone else’s, leads to death—which we know it does, Romans 6:23—that’s not on God, it’s on us—our fallen nature… And so knowing this, and believing what the Scriptures teach us, we can only conclude that God is indeed in favor of life—he’s pro-life, not pro-death! 

And if we can agree on that—if we can establish with others that he’s pro-life…   and pro-choice, by the way—not at all in the way that the proponents of abortion use that term, let’s be clear…   But we just got finished talking about how God’s on the side of freedom, which is the ability to choose, ao sets be intellectually honest here and reason logically about this so if we’re asked we can work through it… apologetically… Clearly God’s on the side of free choice, freewill—we’ve seen that—Christians should be the greatest champions of freedom—God’s given us the ability to choose or not choose one thing over the other—life over death, for example—but, and this is a big “but” (forgive the phrase!)—but, as we just heard, his will, which we’re all supposed to be conformed to, is that we would not choose death. In a free society, people will always have the choice to do as they please—ending legalized abortion will not stop its practice—people will still be free to have an abortion—making something illegal doesn’t make it unavailable and someone whose that determined will probably find another way to do it—I would hope they wouldn’t, because I doubt it’d be safe—taking a life and self-mutilation is never safe—but they’ll still have that choice, that ontological freewill to act. Like with murder, the law doesn’t take away the ability of one man to kill another man—it doesn’t violate his freewill—it does, however, legislate its prohibition. So a society isn’t violating freewill when it legislates—it’s simply saying, “We, as a collective populous, have deemed this practice, or behavior, unethical/unsafe and therefore illegal…” So a government doesn’t have to afford those who want an abortion legal protection for that choice, anymore than it doesn’t protect someone who wants to commit murder….it’s not taking their choice to do so away… This is how all free societies function—although free, they’re still governed by law and order. And God, too, gave us both freewill and law—we have the 10 Commandments…   That is, God gives us freewill, but he also shows us how to use it responsibly—he makes his will known so that we would chose to conform to it. And the mission of the Church, then, is to reveal his will to the world—to bring the ethic of heaven to earth—we accept this responsibility every Sunday, by the way, when we pray, “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven…” We’re accepting the role to be “heaven-bringers”—to reveal God’s will to all people—and his will is for life.

So if God’s pro-life, in the larger sense, and he wants us to freely choose and strive for abundant life, the issue then becomes—and this was the debate that consumed much of the 1990’s—but the question then becomes, “Is there life in the womb?” Is there actual life there? And we could start at the beginning of the Bible and systematically go through and make an overwhelming case that there is—that life begins at conception—that’s a slam dunk… But I’m going save the biblical evidence for the next point. Let’s just use secular, medical knowledge….    Quite simply, everything I’ve read, researched, and heard, even on National Public Radio—NPR…not a bastion of conservative thinking—but simply stated, there is no longer a credible medical debate, as there appeared to be in the 1990’s, about whether or not life begins at conception—at least no serious debate—Christian and non-Christian biologists alike overwhelmingly agree that there’s at least nascent life at conception. There might be a few biologists or doctors who’re still debating the issue, but from what I’ve heard from both sides of the debate is that they’re not widely viewed as very credible—there’s no longer a viable debate when it comes to when life begins…

But that used to be the big argument in the 90’s, remember? Does life begin at conception or sometime after? Hands down, that argument’s been settled.  With almost no exception, pro-choice and pro-lifers agree that there’s life in the fetus. What is being debated, however, is the PERSONHOOD of the pre-born—that’s the crucial argument nowadays—not life, but PERSONHOOD—does that life in the womb have personhood? Are we exterminating a human being? The issue’s finally become, in the political arena, what it’s always been for the church—it’s a spiritual matter…is that life in the womb a person? Because if not, and please forgive the analogy, but in the eyes of those who favor abortion rights, aborting a fetus, if it’s not a person, would be no different than, let’s say, stepping on an ant—Yes, that’s taking a life, but not a human’s life! And so they would say to people like us—and they’d be right—we should be defending, with equal vigor, the lives of the billion ants a year that are brutally trampled upon the sidewalks of our streets! Because if a fetus isn’t a person, then what’s all the uproar about? 

So we need to go a step-further than saying God’s pro-life—we need to establish that the pre-born is a person—that the fetus is not just a life, but a human life—it has personhood. And this is where we, again, turn to his Word. Our Isaiah passage today, in a matter of five verses, twice affirms the personhood of the fetus, still in the womb…  Verse 1, “The LORD called me from the womb, from the body of my mother he named my name…” So we have 1) the naming of a baby still in the womb. And then verse 5, “And now the LORD says, who formed me from the womb to be his servant, to bring Jacob back to him, and that Israel might be gathered to him…” Notice the text—God formed a “me,” a person, in the womb—the life is given personhood… the “me” there happens to be Christ—that’s the servant being prophesied about in this passage—but God bestowed a pre-born infant with not only a name, but a mission! Think about that! Empty vessels of life aren’t given names and duties…God didn’t name the plants and give them a mission! Let’s take another example…The personhood of a baby still in the womb is clearly taught in Exodus 21:22 where the pre-born subject is called a “child”—the Hebrew word there is “yeled,” for “child”, rather than a “nephel” or “golem,” which are the words used for “fetus”. I’ve used the word fetus to describe the pre-born because that’s the terminology that we’re familiar with, but it’s clearly a human child, and not just a fetus… This passage in Exodus basically says if you kill a pregnant woman you’ll be charged with two murders—there are two persons involved. By the way, this is how it works in most states as well. If a drunk driver causes the death of a pregnant woman, the driver is often charged with two counts of vehicular homicide—it’s considered two persons. How the law can then turn around and justify abortion I don’t know. We’ve got at least 3 lawyers in this church that could probably explain the legal gymnastics of how that works, but it seems a bit inconsistent to me—yes, there’re two persons killed in the car wreck but not in an abortion!?!…   Hosea 9:11 is another good text—and then in the New Testament, Luke 1:41—little John the Baptist leaping in Elizabeth’s womb—the conscious response of a pre-born child to the presence of his Lord—what a beautiful story! But those are just a few of the biblical evidences for the personhood of the pre-born—there’s a consistent scriptural witness to the sanctity of personhood from conception… And that why it’s important to know how to reason through the Christian position of why we defend life.

And it’s good news that we do—because how many of you know we live in a culture of death. We really do! That’s not just a buzzword that’s thrown around—we live in a world gripped by disease and death and it scares the living daylights out of people… And so we proclaim, “Hey—ours is a God who protects life—he’s the creator and sustainer of life!” That’s our message to the world…  And here’s the connection, because we’ve only been talking about abortion… But God’s not just concerned with the beginning of life—he’s interested in its entirety. He doesn’t just love babies, he loves you man—he loves you lady! And he wants you to have life, and life abundant! In the same way he defends the defenseless, he defends you. In the same way he loves the pre-born, he loves you! That’s our Good News—that we worship the God of life, not death—and that he’s no less or no more interested in one life over the other—he wants all people to have abundant life.... But he wants us to protect it equitably, amen! Young and old; American and Arab, white and black, gay and straight, Christian and non-Christian…   John declares in our Gospel reading, “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the SINS OF MOST PEOPLE” Not quite! He declares—“Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the SINS OF THE WORLD.” Christ is the anti-dote to all sin and death—to this culture of death—and it’s offered to all… God is the God of life—God is pro-life! 

The third and final point, and then we’ll close and together we’re going pray a litany for the pre-born. But knowing that God, a) cares about our lives—about how we behave, about how we govern and live—he’s not uninterested in politics—the government is still upon his shoulders…And then, b) knowing from his Word that he wants us to protect life—that a “person is person no matter how small”—knowing those two realities, how then do we live? That’s the final question…”How then do we live—what do we do? Clearly we must do something…we mustn’t do nothing—that’s not the answer! Abortion is the killing of a human being—plain and simple. It’s a tragedy that happens over 3000 times a day in this country alone—62 lives lost just since I’ve been up here preaching…and that’s a conservative statistic… it’s an injustice no less egregious than the Jewish holocaust or any of the other genocides of history. Millions of children are being killed every year right under our nose—and hundreds of thousands of mothers are suffering the psychological and physical effects. It’s either the most serious health and humanitarian crisis in the history of world or it’s just the opposite—it’s a medical procedure to terminate a pregnancy—those are the choices. So, clearly, we must act—and legislate we must… through the political process—not by taking the law into our own hands—not by striking back when we’re struck…but act we must… we must take seriously our prayer “on earth as it is in heaven” and try to spread the Word—God’s Word…we’ve got to do something…. 

But here’s the most important thing to keep in mind this morning—and this is absolutely crucial to close with—because if we don’t understand this, 2 things will likely happen—we’ll be overcome, or worse, paralyzed by the utter despair of this crisis and, secondly, we’ll take it out on the wrong people…we’ll hate, and not love. So before any earthly action is taken we must first remember the words of the Apostle Paul—“For our struggle is NOT against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, against the world forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly places.” Do we understand? Our ultimate enemy is not the pro-choicer or the abortion doctor—Satan is! He is the enemy of life and the architect of evil. He’s deceived those people and they need the see the light of Truth—Jesus Christ. And so we go to battle, spiritual battle, with Christ as our shield, against the spiritual forces of wickedness. That’s where we keep our focus—that’s our enemy. We pray, we intercede, and then we do what we can, here on earth—vote, protest, legislate—in order to cure our culture of its addiction to death and to protect life!

We’re in the second week of Epiphany—the word there, “epiphania,” means to “show, make known, or to reveal”. Let’s pray fervently that God would show his love to the lost—that he would make known his mercy and forgiveness to the deceived—there’re a lot of women hurting that need to hear that God can restore and forgive—let’s pray that he would reveal his will so that all persons, no matter how small, would have life, and life abundant!

