15th June 2008  
“Healing God, almighty Father…”

Reading:  Acts 3:1-16

A little boy was being tucked up in bed by his Mummy in the middle of a great big thunderstorm.  He was a bit scared, so he said, “Mummy, please will you sleep with me tonight.”  She gave him a kiss and a smile, but said, “No, darling, Mummy has to sleep with Daddy tonight.”  There was a long pause while the boy thought about this, and then he said, “The big sissy!”
Well, today we give thanks for our Dads, and we know they aren’t sissies, don’t we – although I do know one or two who are afraid of spiders!  But that story does say something about who it is we turn to when we’re in need, and what we expect from them.  Dads are for taking you to football matches, picking you up from late night parties, mending your bicycle, and, of course, there’s that ever-open wallet!  But when you’re after a hot meal, a sticking plaster, or a cuddle, then it’s Mum that springs to mind.

Of course, I’m stereotyping, Mums and Dads are capable of all sorts of different things, but often what it seems to come down to is what is it that we’re after, what sort of ‘making better’ is expected when we turn to them – do we need comfort, or do we need strength?
Our bible reading today tells the story of a man who is made better in a way he wasn’t expecting at all.  He is lame, and has always been lame, from birth, he has never known anything different.  And every day his friends bring him to the temple gate, so that he can beg from those who are coming to pray, and might therefore be expected to be in a charitable frame of mind!  Peter and John look to him as if they might oblige, and so he asks them for money – a little money would help him, something to buy food with, to pay for shelter, to help him get from today to tomorrow, something to bring him a little comfort.  There was no reason to ask for anything beyond that, because what he really needed was impossible.  But the impossible is what happens.  Peter, calling on the name of Jesus Christ, takes him by the hand and lifts him up, and he is no longer lame, he can walk and jump, he is completely healed.
Jesus came to this world to heal, amongst other things – we know that because he told us so, and also because it is literally what he did, healing the sick as he went about the Holy Land.  And it’s clear he wants that work to continue – in his own lifetime he sent his disciples out not only to preach the kingdom of God, but also to heal the sick, as it tells us in the gospels.  And here in this passage from Acts, which comes early on in the time after Jesus has gone back to heaven and sent the Holy Spirit upon his disciples, we have the first written report of a healing instigated by them.  Healing is not only God’s work but also part of the work of the church therefore, and today I’d like us to think about what that means.
The first thing is that we musn’t put limitations on the word healing, and assume it’s not for us.  Because many of the biblical examples do involve lameness, or blindness, or leprosy, we tend to think of Christian healing in those terms – people who throw away their crutches, a complete physical transformation, an instant cure, healing that is very obvious and dramatic.  Healing that perhaps in our heart of hearts we don’t really believe is possible.  Well, Jesus showed us that it is possible, we can believe it, and that therefore other sorts of healing that aren’t so obvious and dramatic are possible too.

The fact is that we all need healing, because we all need making better in some way.  When Peter says to the crowd: “Faith in Jesus made this man completely well”, the word for ‘completely well’ suggests more than just the ability to walk, it suggests a wholeness, a complete making good, and we all need that.  Think of healing as ‘making better’ or ‘mending’, and suddenly all sorts of possibilities open up.  If you’re stressed because of difficulties at work or at school and I say to you ‘let’s pray for healing’ you’d probably think I’d gone slightly mad, but re-phrase that as ‘let’s pray for God to mend that situation’, well that sounds quite good.  So if you’re worried about something, that is an opportunity for healing.  If there’s a friend or a member of your family where the relationship has gone a bit sour, that is an opportunity for healing (and I could do a whole sermon on the healing power of forgiveness alone). If you have anything dwelling on your mind – and is there anyone here who doesn’t – loneliness, concern, sadness, anger, a longing for things to be different, wishing things to go away, that is an opportunity for healing.  If you’re just plain tired, or fed up, or too busy, that is an opportunity for healing.  Ask God to make it better, because he can help, whether our needs are great or small, whether it’s physical, mental or spiritual. He cares, he wants to help, and he has the power to help.
Which brings me back to what I was saying earlier about mothers and fathers when we turn to them, do we want comfort or strength, and when we’re thinking about healing, God’s healing, we need to remember that God does both. Of course there is great comfort in praying to God, knowing that he understands us, watches over us, but he is also God who has the power to change things.  He is Our Father, Jesus himself taught us to call him that, and the image that conjures up is a very important one.   It may be old-fashioned to think of the Father is the head of the family, and the provider for the family, but all of that is in there, and of course an image of strength too.  St Paul, writing to the Ephesians, says this: “ I keep asking that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better…and know his incomparably great power for us who believe.” (1:17/19)   And he goes on, “For this reason I kneel before the Father, from whom his whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name…and I pray that he may strengthen you with power in your inner being, and you (may know yourselves to be) rooted and established in love.”  (3:14-17)  “Rooted in love” and “strengthened in our inner being” – compassion and power, that’s the healing work of the Father.
And it’s in that context that I think we need to learn to be more childlike in our approach to him, and by that I mean that we can learn a lot from the way children ask for things, and that’s especially true if what we want is the really impossible miracle, the complete cure, the dramatic change, the wildest dream.  Why don’t we ask for these things?  Perhaps because we’re being realistic and say to ourselves that’s not going to happen.  Perhaps because we think it sounds greedy.  Perhaps because we don’t think our faith is good enough, we don’t deserve it.  Perhaps because we think the answer will be ‘No’.  But none of these things deter children from asking their parents for things, they don’t hold back because they think it’s too big, or they think you don’t love them enough, or you might say ‘No’.  They just ask anyway, sometimes over and over again.  I know that I am generalising, and that there are – sadly – children who have very good reason to believe that their parents don’t love them, and who often also think it’s their own fault, but generally children will feel confident enough in the love and care of their parents to ask for anything they want.  And Jesus himself tells us that if we, who are not perfect parents, still know how to give good things to our children, how much more will God, who is our perfect Father in heaven give good things to us.
So where do Peter and John come in?  Peter is very quick to make it clear to the amazed crowd, that this healing hasn’t happened because of their own powers, or their own holiness?  So what were they doing?  And how can healing be the work of the church, when surely it’s God’s work? The answer is by praying for and with others.  By doing what Peter did, taking someone’s hand and calling on the name of Jesus.  Of course we can do that for ourselves, but sometimes having others pray for us can be a real help, and that’s why we offer that opportunity in the south porch during our communion services.  There are a number of reasons for that.  Sometimes just talking through what you want to pray for can be healing in itself.  And it’s easier to believe that you’re not alone when you are actually not alone, but with other people, easier to believe that God is listening when other people are listening, in his name, easier to believe that God really cares, when other people care, in his name.  I find it fascinating that the first thing Peter and John did was to look straight at the man, and to say, “Look up at us”.  Perhaps in that look, that moment of human eye contact the man made contact with God, and knew that God knew what he really longed for, and began to believe.  God works through our contact with others.  And our belief can grow through the belief of others too, especially if we do lack confidence in our own faith, we can lean on the faith of others, and we can let them find the words when we can’t.  The man at the gate may not even have known much about Jesus, but he came to believe in his name, because he trusted others who believed in his name.  Healing is God’s work, but it may well be through others taking our hand that we come literally to stand on our own two feet.
So I would encourage you to use that opportunity to have others pray with you, and for you or for others who you want to pray for.  We call that ‘healing prayer’ but bear in mind what I said earlier about healing meaning many different things, not just illness – other churches might call it prayer ministry, it’s all about asking God to step in.  Perhaps you would prefer people to pray with you after the service, or at home at a different time, if so please ask one of us because there are a number of people who would be very happy to do that, because we do believe that this is part of Jesus’ mission to his followers, to his church.

 Can we promise that God will give you everything you ask for?  Well, with honesty, we can’t.  And we know that parents don’t give their children everything they ask for either, usually with very good reasons even if the children themselves don’t understand them.  But we can promise – because God does – that God is our Father in heaven, that his power and his love for us are without end, and that in that love he sent his Son Jesus to us so that those who believe in his name would also become children of God.          
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