The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 25, Year B
The Text: Hebrews 7:23-28
‘I hate computers!’ This is the familiar cry of an elderly mother who will often contact her daughter for help with computer problems. She has fully engaged in the world of modern computers post retirement and like many of us, just wanted the computer to do simple tasks without constantly asking to be upgraded to the latest operating system or programs. In fact as soon as she got a new operating system, it was usually out of date in 6 months. 

The reputation for constant change and errors galore has created numerous cartoons reflecting our strained relationship with computers. I can relate to this one: ‘Fatal Error 190: Put fist through keyboard to continue’, or this one of a man talking to wife about a message on the screen: ‘The computer says I need to upgrade my brain to be compatible with its new software’. 
If only a computer could have just one simple permanent program to run it, which enables it to do what it was built for without any fuss. The complex world of computers and constantly changing technology easily makes us desire things to be simple, reliable, and constant. It’s certainly true that when things change too much, and too quickly, it can make us feel even older and out of touch. 
The writer of Hebrews makes a big emphasis on the permanency of Jesus Christ as our High Priest. He doesn’t change and he doesn’t need an upgrade. He is the one who prays for us constantly, who sacrificed himself for our sins, to finally halt centuries of animal sacrifices in the Jewish temple for the people’s constant uncleanness and guilt for doing the wrong thing. In the world of 1st century Israel, people had trouble adapting to the new change from animal sacrifices for their sins to the permanency of Jesus’ own sacrifice and ministry to take the sins of the people onto himself once and for all. 
The permanency of Jesus’ sacrifice was such a key comfort for early Christians. The writer to the Hebrews says: ‘Day after day every priest stands and performs his religious duties; again and again he offers the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins’. (Hebrews 10:11). You can hear the sense of futility and frustration of so much effort going into something that just won’t do the job. 
Now the high priest in the Old Testament functioned in the temple to serve God by interceding in prayer for the people, presenting animal sacrifices, and even treating and diagnosing illnesses. He was a multi-functional person and the temple operations could not run without him. The trouble was of course, that priests came and went; they died, they sinned, they were human and unreliable; just as Hebrews 7:28 says: For the law appoints as high priests men in all their weakness. 

Sometimes they were downright corrupt, and like corrupt computer software, they caused errors and prevented the temple from operating properly. By offering himself once and for all as the ultimate sacrifice for the sins of the world and rising again to live forever, Jesus becomes our constant and permanent High Priest. 
Now it is interesting that we often don’t tend to question exactly where is Jesus functioning as our High Priest. Is he in heaven, sitting at the right hand of the Father, praying for us and being our High Priest? Well, yes he is. Is he at the altar when we go to church, or is he in the bread and wine when we take communion? The answer is again ‘Yes’ but now we’re finding he’s not exactly in one place is he? 

If he is High Priest, surely he needs a temple or a building or a church? A church service is usually the place of operations that we imagine Jesus to be working in; with a pastor functioning as His hands, His feet, and his mouthpiece to us every Sunday. But even pastors can only be at one place at a time. So where exactly does Jesus function as our High priest? 
The simple answer is inside us. We are God’s temple both collectively as people and individually; As 1 Corinthians 1:16 says, you are ‘the temple of the Holy Spirit’ and Jesus dwells in you as your High Priest. Jesus’ death and resurrection meant that there was no need for a Jewish temple anymore. He made us to be his temple and at our Baptism Jesus became our High Priest. Before we were baptised, God created your body and everything for it to function as it should. But we weren’t complete yet. In our baptism the Father now rests inside you as the king on his throne, and as Jesus as your High Priest in the temple of the Holy Spirit. In John 14:23 Jesus says: ‘If anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching. My Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our dwelling with him’. This is a beautiful concept. God builds a house, and the whole Trinity moves in.
As with all houses, and churches, it can sometimes get messy, dysfunctional, and overwhelming when things aren’t running right. When it feels like this we can forget that we are all God’s temple, and so naturally we can resort to control methods to try and hold things together but also at the same time we can keep other things out. 
I am reminded of a joke about a man out in the Australian bush who was waving his coat around in circles over the top his head. A man came up to him and asked what on earth he was doing. He said: ‘I’m waving my coat around like this to keep all the elephants away’. The other man replied astonished: ‘But there aren’t any elephants around for thousands of miles!’ The man smiled and said: ‘There you are, see, it works!’  
What methods of control have we used and might be using in our church that tries to solve problems like keeping elephants away, or maybe situations when we feel anxious about how church is going? How are we growing as a church or are we unconsciously and consciously keeping away new things God wants to do through us? But all too often in different degrees we do fail to do the first and most important thing: draw near to our constant High Priest.
Verse 26 reminds us that ‘such a high priest truly meets our needs’. The reason Jesus meets our needs is because he loves us incredibly, and he knows what it is like to be human, to experience weakness. Chapter 4 verse 15 says: For we do not have a high priest who is unable to empathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet he did not sin. Let us then approach God’s throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.
There are always opportunities to draw near to Jesus. Now is a time we might be reflecting on the life of the church and discern what Jesus wants to do through us all. For some the life of our church may have felt like a bumpy journey. It is very easy to feel despondent and discouraged when things change in ways we don’t like; cherished long-term members who have died, or some having to move away because of health issues. We might question or worry about the future of the church, praying for more young people or a thriving children’s ministry. But amazingly and thankfully the Lord still can (and does) bring new people in and new opportunities despite our resources and ourselves. God actively wants to use our gifts of love, and bring in people to meet Jesus through us. But he also has this amazing ability to activate people to bless you just when you need it.
Some of you may have had times where you’ve sat in your home, alone with no one to visit; just the faint noise of TV and the smell of well-loved furniture. You perhaps wish you had someone to visit you, or call in and stay for a cup of tea and pray with you. And then someone from a few streets away calls in sometime later, sits down and asks how you are going, and whether you need prayer. Jesus your High priest is always working. Such a High Priest truly meets our needs.
It is also encouraging to see how the Lord raises up people from within the church community; people who have taken on new functions to encourage and minister to individual members of the congregation. Maybe you can think of people who always seem to rise up to fill in the gaps and who have helped keep the church functioning well. If you think of them, go and encourage them and thank God for them. They are often the silent achievers and sit in the background, often un-noticed. Jesus your High priest is always working. Such a High Priest truly meets our needs.
Finally Jesus stands here in front of us, offering his forgiveness, giving us his body and blood in communion, sits beside us in the pew, hugging us as you worry, and smiling with us as we rejoice and give thanks. Despite the changes in the church and in our life, Jesus is the changeless high priest. 

But he is also the gentle lowly priest. He dwells with us in our anxiety and troubles, and exalts us to the highest places. Jesus is alive in the heavenly sanctuary who intercedes and prays for us twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, releasing his grace upon us. As we leave the service today, may his grace and love pour out through us as we make our way back home, as we interact with members of the community throughout the week. Jesus Christ is our High Priest in all places and at all times; in the temple of our heart and amongst the temple of the body of believers. 
Just like Mount Zion where the city of Jerusalem was built upon, you are all living stones, built upon Christ the rock, the foundation, the chief cornerstone. Just like a rock, Jesus is permanent, and unchanging. He will never fail you like a computer can, nor will he desert you if you lose a pastor or if the church community seems to be changing for the worse. Trust Jesus, he is always working to build you up. Draw close to Jesus; for he remains beside you forever, and he will never, ever leave you. Amen.


