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Grace, mercy and peace be unto each and every one of you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  AMEN! 

What an honor it is to be able to bring God’s Word to you this morning.  Thank you Pastor Nieting for inviting me into this pulpit, and giving me this privilege today.  -And what a GREAT DAY it is!  For today we step back from the normal 2nd Sunday after Pentecost lectionary readings and celebrate both Memorial Day weekend and, here today, Armed Forces Sunday.  And for me today it is a little interesting because I bring God’s Word to you as an individual, as a Military pastor/chaplain, but also I have the privilege of being able to speak collectively as one of you who normally sits in these pews.
It is right that we do step back on Memorial Day Weekend and remember all those great American heroes that have paid the ultimate sacrifice for freedom.  When we think about the sacrifices of our fallen warriors it is a truly moving experience.  I mean think about it. The numbers of American heroes who have died in America’s wars is staggering, especially when you think about the fact that we have only been around as a country for 200 years.  Listen to these rough estimates I took from the Internet:  There were 25,000 soldiers killed in the Revolutionary War, 500,000 killed in the Civil War, 116,000 killed in WWI, 405,000 in WWII, 54,000 died in the Korean War, 58,000 killed in Viet Nam, and to date there have been over 4075 killed during Operations Iraqi Freedom and Enduring Freedom. These grave statistics are a testament to the awesome love that our fallen warriors had for their families and for their country. And these are not just random statistics.  They are statistics that affect each of us.  There is hardly a family in America that has not been affected by a fallen warrior from one of the Armed Services. So it is right that we take a day, a weekend, and certainly a Sunday to remember their sacrifices that have brought about the freedoms that we enjoy as citizens. And certainly in our context this morning we thank them and remember them for laying down their lives so that we might have freedom of religion and live as free people in this country.

Yet, of course, how can we, as Christians, even begin to speak about our fallen warriors and the freedom that they have brought to us without remembering the sacrifice of our true warrior King, Jesus and the eternal freedom He won for us.  He is the true Champion whom God Himself elected, Jesus, the true Lord of Hosts who went to battle with sin, death, and the devil and won the victory through His triumphant death and resurrection.  We as His people know the story.  We know that each of us were lost to our sin. Each of us were enemies of God spiritually at war with Him, choosing to sin rather than doing good.  Yet our Loving Lord in His great compassion for us did not fire the arrows of the law at us as we deserved, but instead he allowed the spikes to be driven into His hands and His feet instead.  Instead of wiping us out as we deserved He freed us and gave us eternal life and brought us out of the devil’s army into His own through the waters of Holy Baptism. The scripture clearly says, in John chapter 10, that if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.  And now, because Christ has truly set each of us free from all our sins, we can live Holy and righteous in His sight all the days of our lives.  It is in this context then that we can know what true love is.  We love because He first loved us. With all the authority of heaven and earth and with all the weight of truth behind His word, we hear Jesus say in our text for today; Love one another as I have loved you.  Greater love has no one than this that He lay down His life for His friends.  It is only through this prism of God’s sacrifice of love can we look upon the sacrifices of our fallen warriors and truly thank them for their ultimate sacrifice.

But today is not just a day to celebrate those who have died on our behalf, today we come together to celebrate all of those here who wear or have worn the uniform of their country. As I look out there today I see so many of you wearing your uniforms with pride and we certainly do thank you for that. Yet we know too that there is a vast number of others here who are not wearing their uniform on the outside but still are wearing it on the inside. Lets take one more opportunity to recognize all those who have served in the Armed forces.  I invite all Active Duty, Reserve, and Retired, military members to stand up and receive our thanks. (Go ahead, if you have ever served please stand up-)  We certainly do thank you for placing your needs, often the needs of your families behind the needs of our nation.  And on that note…let’s not forget the spouses and families of these warriors who all too often give their loved one up in defense of our nation.  For you too often make and have made great sacrifices, behind the scenes, to allow these warriors to carry out their missions. (I invite all the spouses and families and extended families, past and present, of our Armed service personnel to stand and be recognized for your sacrifices to our nation.
If I can speak for Pastor Nieting, and Hope Lutheran Church we really do thank you for those sacrifices that you make.  We understand the toll those long deployments take on your families.  We understand the risks you face in a wartime environment such as we find ourselves in today.  We understand the stress that continual moves across the country and across the world make on your families.  We understand that the often time demanding and harsh military environment is not like the civilian world.  After all when a civilian joins the IBM Team or the United Airlines Team or some other civilian employer they expect you to work long and hard for them while you are at work. And for most employers their care for you and expectations of you stop once the whistle blows.  But in the military you are a military member 24/7.  We understand that you are always on duty… that they have regulations on what you can wear in your civilian life, how you have to cut your hair, how much you can weigh, how many sit ups you have to be able to do, what establishments you can visit out in town, and on and on and on.  And these sacrifices you make willingly to keep us and our nation safe and free. Most of you who are members here know that you are appreciated by this church family.  But just in case you haven’t heard it in a while you are appreciated and thanked and loved.  

Some of you may remember back three years ago or so the Army came out with a short slogan or ad campaign.  It was the one after “Be all you can be” and before today’s “Army Strong.”…do you remember what the slogan was?  That’s right “An Army of One.”  I can remember sitting back wondering why an organization that was all about teamwork and unit cohesion would come up with a slogan that was all about the individual.  But as I was thinking about this sermon for today, I thought, in a way, that’s an appropriate slogan for us here at Hope Lutheran Church. Because we as Christians are not an army, a navy, a coast guard, an air force, or a Marine Corps of one.  BUT WE ARE an army of THE One! We are indeed an army of One. We are, all together, military and civilian one family of faith who serve our One Lord Jesus Christ. For He is the One who is the Head of our Christian faith and life.  It is in the Vine Christ Jesus alone that we have been grafted into as the one family of faith.  It is in Him that we, all together, live and move and have our being.  As it says in Ephesians chapter 4, “There is one body and one spirit—just as you were called to one hope when you were called—one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.”     

If this then is true…that we are an army of One…if we are knit together as One family of faith in Jesus Christ, we want each of you Armed Service members to know that you are not alone.  Pastor Nieting and the church board and the whole congregation want you to know that you are not alone as you make your military sacrifices on our behalf and on behalf of the nation.  We promise as best as we are able to take care of your families while you are away on deployment.  We promise to continually lift you up in prayer.  And we want you to know that you are loved and appreciated just as every member who is not in the military is.

In our Gospel reading that we read earlier from John chapter 15, Jesus said: Greater love has no one than this that He lay down his life for his friends. Indeed as we think about Jesus Christ, the Lord of the Mighty heavenly hosts, He is the model for faith and life.  As we said earlier, He willingly laid down His life for us, his friends.  While we were still sinners, Christ died for us, forgiving us of every single sin that we have ever committed.  Yes, He freed us from the penalty of sin and death, exchanging His blood for ours and giving us everlasting life. He grafted us into the Himself, into the family of faith and chose us to go and bear fruit that will last.    

Every single one of us Christians has been chosen by God, and has been grafted into the Vine is equally important to the body of Christ and the body of faith here at Hope.  Both military and civilian, as one family of faith we go forward together celebrating our vocations and bearing fruit to the world around us.  
As an army of One, both military and civilian, let us be about loving one another and telling the world of the love that our Champion, Jesus has for them. Amen.  
And may the peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in faith as the army of One unto life everlasting. Amen

