Healing Service Sermon – 15th October 2006  
Mark 5.24-34
This evening’s service is an opportunity to pray for healing and wholeness, for ourselves, for each other, our family and friends, and for the world.  It’s possible to do that at any time and anywhere of course, so this is not an opportunity which is denied to you otherwise, but services like tonight give a special focus to our faith in God who heals, restores, refreshes, mends what is broken – all of which we all need.  As we come together we recognise that although our lives are very different, some easier and some harder, and although our concerns are very different, some small and some large, our need is the same, to be made whole by God.
And yet there is a certain amount of distrust and suspicion about healing prayer and healing services.  You’re here tonight, so I hope it’s not something that you feel, but perhaps others think, ‘That’s not for me’.  That may be partly because it’s seen as something only for those who are critically ill, only for serious cases.  And it may be partly because the whole thing seems to have a hint of superstition and quack-doctoring about it.  There are certainly some con men about, and a lot of so-called healing on offer that we are right to be dubious about, so why is this different we might sceptically ask.  And then of course there’s this funny thing with the laying on of hands, or whatever it is, don’t fancy that much…

I came across a poem recently, which is actually about the custom of sharing the peace in church, which I know is another thing some people find uncomfortable!  But the poem begins with some lines that seemed relevant to tonight, it goes like this:
“What is all this touching in church?

It used to be a person could come to church

And sit in the pew

And not be bothered by all this friendliness

And certainly not by touching.

I used to come to church and leave untouched…”

Isn’t it a shame to want to leave church untouched?  And you can take that word a number of ways of course – spiritual and emotional as well as physical.  Isn’t it a shame to want to leave church untouched?  And isn’t it a shame if we let a cynical world view colour our acceptance of genuine Christian healing?  Because if there’s one thing the gospel resounds with it’s the fact that Jesus heals.  We’re told time and again Jesus went about preaching the gospel and healing the sick, preaching the gospel and healing the sick…the two are inseparable.  And he commissioned his disciples to do the same, it’s ongoing work.  If the gospel is still vital for us today, then so is the healing of Christ.  So wouldn’t it be a shame not to take our opportunity to reach out to God with our needs and receive his compassionate response, our opportunity of being in a touching place.

I want to talk tonight about a woman who took just that opportunity.  The woman in our gospel reading.  A woman who had been suffering for 12 years.   A woman who was not only ill, but also lonely, shunned by a society that thought her not only unclean, but also a sinner, because if you were ill, it must be because you’d done bad things.  She’d been put through all sorts of treatments by doctors, our reading says, on which she’d spent all her money, so she was poor too, and she’d probably been put through all sorts of ritual penances by the holy men of the day as well, all to no avail.  She was in need of healing in every way, physical healing, social healing, psychological healing and spiritual healing, and she found it all when she took her opportunity to reach out to Jesus.  What can we learn from her story?

First of all, I wonder why it took 12 years.  I realise this was probably the first time she had seen Jesus, but God was still God all that time, did she not have any faith in him?  Was she not praying anyway?  Perhaps the nature of the religious people and the way they treated her with condemnation rather than help had eroded her trust in God, and that’s something we must keep in mind today.  Perhaps it wasn’t until she saw in Jesus ‘God the person’ rather than ‘God the idea’ that her faith was kindled – and we would have a lot of understanding for that idea.  For whatever reason, this meeting with Jesus was her last resort, she had tried everything else.   But we do know Jesus, and we are really missing an opportunity if we make prayer our last resort, if we try everything else first.  I’m not saying don’t go to the doctor, or anyone else you think might help you, but do start praying too, don’t save it up for when all else has failed and you’ve got nothing to lose, because in fact, through prayer, you have everything to gain.

But perhaps I’m doing her a disservice, perhaps I’m guilty as well of saying it was her fault she wasn’t better, perhaps she had been praying all along.  In which case there’s a lesson for us here about persistence.  Don’t just start praying, but keep on praying.  It would have been understandable if the woman had reached the point where she thought it wasn’t even worth going out anymore, but then she would have missed Jesus, and that right moment at last.  And it’s understandable too that we might lose heart when our prayers don’t seem to be answered as quickly or as fully as we wish.  That’s one of the reasons that we offer the opportunity for other people to pray with you and for you here in church, both later this evening, and at many of our services.  It’s isn’t because they are better people or more holy people than you, and therefore more effective pray-ers, but because they can find the words when perhaps you can’t, when perhaps you’ve run out.  But the point is that whoever’s praying, we can’t switch God on and off to order, plug in, get what we want, turn off again.  We have to let God be God.  That doesn’t mean leave him alone.  When Jesus says ask, seek, knock, he’s using what the grammar experts among you will know to be the present continuous tense – keep on asking, keep on seeking, keep on knocking.  But also trust him, and keep on trusting him, in his wisdom, which is much greater than ours, to find the right moment and the right response.  This was just such a moment for the woman in our reading, and when it finally happened it must have felt as if time had stood still.  
Having thought about the timing, the ‘when’ if you like, we might also think about the ‘what’.     What was wrong.  In the grand scheme of things, how important was the woman’s problem.  The answer is that it was huge for her, of course, it defined her whole life, and yet she wasn’t sure if she ought to bother him with it directly, and I wonder if another thing that might hold us back from approaching God with our needs is if we think they are too ordinary, or insignificant, or messy.  It’s true that the woman dared to approach Jesus, but she did so in a way that she hoped he wouldn’t notice.  She was beneath him in every way, possibly also literally lower than him, on the ground, as other gospels talk about her touching the edge of his cloak, the hem.  She was an unclean woman, and to have touched Jesus would have made him unclean also, it would have reduced him if you like, brought him down towards her level.  Perhaps we also think that if we bring to God our ordinary everyday worries and concerns, this in some way makes him more ordinary.  In fact the reverse happens.  Instead of making Jesus unclean, the woman was made clean.  Instead of making God ordinary, he lifts us up out of our ordinariness.  We sang earlier, ‘feel for the lives by life confused’.  Whatever else is going on in your life, that might resound with you.  Confused by life, stretched, worried, frayed and tired.  And you might also think, but that is all that’s wrong with me, what’s that got to do with Jesus.  Well he can make sense of the nonsense.  He makes order of the chaos.  He lifts us up towards heaven.  He makes our ordinary lives extraordinary.

And if nothing is beneath his attention, then nothing is above it either.  There is no problem too big.  When this happened, Jesus was on his way to see Jairus’ daughter, who was fatally ill, a much more urgent problem.  He didn’t let that stop him from giving the woman his full attention, he didn’t walk on with more important things to do, but having healed the woman, he went on and raised Jairus’ daughter also.  He handled it all.  We mustn’t set our own limits on what God can do, or wonder if it’s a case of either this or that…  Give it all to him, he’s big enough.
And then after the ‘when’ and the ‘what’, I’d like to look finally, but perhaps most importantly at ‘who’.  Because this story is not just an event, a miracle healing, but also a meeting between two people.  I used that phrase ‘he gave the woman his full attention…’.  She didn’t want him to notice her, but he did.  He was as determined to know who had come to him, as the woman was determined to take her chance to be healed.  And whereas she wanted a cure, a something, Jesus wanted a personal encounter with someone, and he knows the healing that brings will be much more complete than just a cure for an illness, however important that is.  He insisted on coming face to face with her, and when she did so, instead of the rebuke she was expecting, he called her ‘daughter’.  We don’t know her real name, but that doesn’t matter.  He called her ‘daughter’, and in that instant she went from a nobody to a somebody.  That’s when she knew she was really healed, when he talked to her as one of his own, and sent her on her way in peace.
And, as somebody, she became in a sense everybody.  This story is an invitation to us all to have faith in Christ, and in the power of God.  This service is an opportunity for us all to place our faith in Christ and in the power of God.  And at the heart of the service is another opportunity, another invitation, to come to the altar rail for anointing and laying on of hands.    You don’t have to come, of course, but I would encourage you to.  It’s a simple thing, we just put a hand on your shoulder, and make the sign of the cross on your forehead, and say a short prayer, but it is very meaningful.  A while ago we used some words in a communion prayer, that seem to me to sum up the invitation we have tonight – they are, ‘come, not because you must, but because you may’.  Come, not because you must, but because you may.  There’s no magic in it, of course, just as there was no magic in the cloth of Jesus’s robe.  There’s nothing miraculous about the oil, and there’s nothing miraculous about our hands.  The gift of healing and wholeness isn’t in our power.  But it is in God’s power, and when we do those things of praying and anointing we acknowledge that gift, and call on it with all our heart and mind and soul.  We reach out to him, and he gives us his full attention and calls us ‘son’ and ‘daughter’.  God is willing to meet our needs and touch our lives, with love, with forgiveness, and with healing, that’s the promise held out to us.  So come, not because you must, but because you may…don’t leave church tonight untouched.
PAGE  
3

