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ANNOUNCEMENTS:

	Today is the Feast of St. Francis of Assisi.  An enormous amount has been written about this 13th Century model of humility, even before Pope Francis took his name.  Our seminary dean, Fr. Russell, is considered a scholar of St. Francis, and has passed on more than one storey which you won't find easily elsewhere.  For example, St. Francis is called the Apostle to Islam because of his journey to the Sultan in Baghdad trying to convert him.  Francis was received very kindly.
	While born to great wealth in Assisi just NE of Rome, St. Francis died in poverty, and joyful.  He was a preacher but never ever ordained at all.  He seems to be one of a very tiny handful of saints--such as the Apostles and most recently Mother Teresa--whom everyone, including non-Christians, knows about and looks to for inspiration.  
	Francis has two dates on the traditional calendar, the other being on September 17th to commemorate his receiving the stigmata (the wounds of Christ).  He died during the evening of October 3rd, 1,226, singing the 142nd Psalm. 
A mere two years later he was proclaimed a saint.  And just two years beyond that the Pope himself, Gregory IX, laid the cornerstone at the Basilica of St. Francis in Assisi where the founder of the Franciscan Order is buried.   In 1979 Pope John Paul II declared St. Francis the Patron Saint of Ecology to go with his several other patronages, such as for Italy and animals.
"LORD, we beseech thee, let thy continual pity cleanse and defend thy Church"  +
	
	St. Francis lived in an era when the Church was beginning to get a bad reputation for becoming too worldly.  This concern was an inspiration in his founding of a humble Order, the Franciscans.
	The Church, being composed of people, naturally is subject to all the problems humans have elsewhere, such as envy and pride, hatred and greed.  Just as we need to scrub away physical and spiritual dirt by bathing and regularly confessing our sins, the Church needs cleansing as well.   The head of the Church, Christ, is always spic and span, but the rest, composed of us, is a different story completely.
	Last Thursday, just three days after the feast of the archangel Michael, was the Commemoration of the Holy Guardian Angels.  The collect for that day is so tender:   O God, who of thine indescribable providence dost  send thy holy Angels to be our guardians:  grant that we may in this life ever be defended by their protection.   Just as we seek and hope for defence from trouble by Guardian angels, the Church itself needs defense from trouble as well.
	The Church suffers under enemies within and without.  Those "without" can be other religions or the antithesis of religion (the antimatter) of atheism and her cousin agnosticism.  Obviously not all, but many of those who fight for "freedom from religion" seem to want to put the Church into a box.  People then will only run into or come across “CHURCH” if they wholeheartedly seek it.  Being free from religion means never having it cross any of your senses in any manner at any time of the day or night.
	While we live in a land which Constitutionally protects freedom of religion and its exercise in daily life—for the most part—a society where millions are believers in God even if not all are Christian, government often can be a challenge to practicing one’s faith.  We ran into this recently during Covid and with increasing numbers of statutes and rules covering the education and raising of children. 
	As an aside, people have forgotten that our nation was founded by God-fearing folk and that an early action of Congress was to authorize funds to supply schools with Bibles (the King James no doubt).  People forget that the real name of our "National Cathedral" is the Church of Ss. Peter and Paul.  
Most people probably have never known that it actually has a Charter from the U.S. Congress!  (Can you imagine Coke or Pepsi receiving a charter from Congress (or for that matter any church these days receiving a charter from Congress?)  
	Most people have never known that the doors of the U.S. Supreme Court display the Ten Commandments and that their courtroom has an actual mural of  "Moses the Law Giver".  Would our nation or her leaders today have the desire, much less the courage, as they did seventy years ago in 1954 to add the two little words "under God" to the Pledge of Allegiance?  Talk even exists of excising "In God We Trust" off our money.
	But, the Church also suffers from enemies within.  These of course would be fellow human beings who cause suffering.  Sometimes it comes from the top as with the clergy sex scandal, which only most dramatically played out in the Catholic church.  It can come from the very top with bishops leading folks into, as opposed to driving away from, heresy.  
	Problems can also flow from clergy who do not give their parishioners the intellectual arguments to grill church leaders when they themselves appear to stray doctrinally.  This has been mentioned by others as a major reason for the problems which engulfed the Episcopal church in the early '70s, curiously just shortly after Roe v. Wade in January 1973.  
	But of course laity can create headaches for the Church as well.  Sometimes the problems involve heretical ideas “discovered” in a moment of personal brilliance or through the teaching of a pastor, or from a book.  
Often such problems arise from all too human failings, such as pride or jealousy.  
	To handle all these problems and more the Church needs the help of the Holy Spirit.  It needs to be bathed and cleansed of the dirt and disease it has accumulated within this ill world which can sicken and weaken the  Church from within.  But it also needs to be protected from those outside who intentionally or, blinded by faulty reasoning, unintentionally war against it.
	For the Church in fact is involved in a war.  It is a war by the forces of darkness by spiritual principalities.  The Church’s situation will not improve by denying that a war is going on anymore than denying that Hamas is at war with Israel will make people there safer.
	And so we pray.  We pray that the Lord through the Holy Spirit will "continually cleanse and protect the Church", the body of Christ.  Our PB has several other prayers for the Church, including the classic "Prayer for the Whole State of Christ's Church" during the Eucharist.
	Last Sunday's collect was quite similar to today's:  "KEEP, we beseech thee, O Lord, thy Church with thy perpetual mercy... from all things hurtful, and lead us to all things profitable to our salvation."  Both prayers are wonderful in fighting accommodation by the Church with a world where Satan rules.  (Interesting, there never is an talk of the world needing to be more accommodating of the Church….)
Accommodation only buys time, not reinforcements.  Not to pick on my childhood church, but has accommodation over the last fifty years helped the Episcopal church escape or lessen her turmoil?  Has it helped the Methodist church?  The Lutheran?  Or the Roman?
	Beyond prayer for the church, we can do two more things.  We can work to improve our own backyard.  We can work to make ourselves and our families as clean and holy as possible.  
Beyond that we need to expect confrontation since our world is at war with us. But, as Saint Paul probably would advise, as he often wrote, we should "faint not" at our "tribulations" which are our "glory".  For the Lord is with His body here on earth and will "keep us ever... from all things hurtful, and lead us to all things profitable to our salvation."   Amen.   	+


