22nd November 2009 

“The kingdom of God is a healing place”
Readings:
Isaiah 61:1-3a

 1 The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me, 
       because the LORD has anointed me 
       to preach good news to the poor. 
       He has sent me to bind up the broken-hearted, 
       to proclaim freedom for the captives 
       and release from darkness for the prisoners, 

 2 to proclaim the year of the LORD's favour 
       and the day of vengeance of our God, 
       to comfort all who mourn, 

 3 and provide for those who grieve in Zion— 
       to bestow on them a crown of beauty 
       instead of ashes, 
       the oil of gladness 
       instead of mourning, 
       and a garment of praise 
       instead of a spirit of despair. 
       They will be called oaks of righteousness, 
       a planting of the LORD 
       for the display of his splendour.

Mark 1:9-11, 21-34a  
The Baptism of Jesus 

9At that time Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. 10As Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw heaven being torn open and the Spirit descending on him like a dove. 11And a voice came from heaven: "You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased."

Jesus Drives Out an Evil Spirit  

21They went to Capernaum, and when the Sabbath came, Jesus went into the synagogue and began to teach. 22The people were amazed at his teaching, because he taught them as one who had authority, not as the teachers of the law. 23Just then a man in their synagogue who was possessed by an evil[a] spirit cried out, 24"What do you want with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are—the Holy One of God!" 

 25"Be quiet!" said Jesus sternly. "Come out of him!" 26The evil spirit shook the man violently and came out of him with a shriek. 

 27The people were all so amazed that they asked each other, "What is this? A new teaching—and with authority! He even gives orders to evil spirits and they obey him." 28News about him spread quickly over the whole region of Galilee. 

Jesus Heals Many 

 29As soon as they left the synagogue, they went with James and John to the home of Simon and Andrew. 30Simon's mother-in-law was in bed with a fever, and they told Jesus about her. 31So he went to her, took her hand and helped her up. The fever left her and she began to wait on them. 

 32That evening after sunset the people brought to Jesus all the sick and demon-possessed. 33The whole town gathered at the door, 34and Jesus healed many who had various diseases. He also drove out many demons, but he would not let the demons speak because they knew who he was.

Our Queen has had a long reign, over 50 years, which is fantastic, but means that there are quite a number of us who have not lived through a coronation in this country, who haven’t witnessed the coming of a new king or queen.  However, this is the age of television and the Queen’s coronation was the first one to be widely broadcast, and we can watch that footage. In fact I’m told that the government at the time refused to allow cameras into Westminster Abbey, and that the Queen herself overruled them, “After all”, she said, “it’s me being crowned, not them!”  But I’m also told that there was one part of the coronation ceremony that was not televised, and is kept from public view, and that is the anointing that comes before the crown and any other regalia of state are given.  And that’s because this is a particularly sacred moment, holy ground if you like, a moment shared between a human being and God, a mark of God’s blessing and approval, we hope, for the royal work to come.

Today is the feast of Christ the King, and in fact the very name Christ is taken from the Greek and means ‘the anointed one’.  Jesus himself is of the line of King David, who was the best and the most revered of all the kings of Israel, anointed by Samuel according to the Old Testament as God’s chosen ruler.    But it’s not a human royal line that we remember today.   Jesus Christ is bringing the kingdom of God, the kingdom of heaven to us here on earth.  And as he begins that public work with his own baptism, which we heard about in our second reading, there is a sort of anointing moment, not with oil this time, but with the Holy Spirit.  As Jesus is baptised and is coming up out of the water, he sees the spirit descending on him, like a dove, above his head, and hears these words from heaven: “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.”  This then is also a particularly sacred moment, a moment between the ‘anointed one’ and God, a mark of God’s blessing and approval for the royal work to come.  But for Jesus what work will that be?
In Jesus the kingdom of God has arrived, and it’s Jesus’ purpose to show us what that kingdom is like, and it very quickly becomes clear that in this new kingdom one very important aspect is healing.  As the reading went on this morning, we heard that even before this first chapter in Mark’s gospel has ended Jesus has healed a possessed man, he’s healed Simon Peter’s mother in law, he’s healed many who are unnamed but brought to him by the crowd, and if we had read on his very next step was to heal a leper. And this goes on throughout the gospels and throughout the rest of his life.  As he travels around the holy land, he teaches but also heals, heals and teaches, and the healing is as important as the teaching, in fact it’s a part of the teaching, because the purpose of it all is to speak to us about God.  And it’s not just the lame and the blind, the possessed and the leper who are healed.  He brings release from other burdens.  He brings forgiveness.  The despised and the guilty are given a new sense of self worth and of how much they matter to God, if you think of Zaccheus the tax collector, and the Samaritan woman at the well, and the woman who was about to be stoned for adultery.  Lives are turned around and made new.  And faith and trust in God is built up.  These are all examples of healing, because these are all people who are made better, made whole and brought closer to God by Jesus Christ the King. He is the fulfilment, as he himself tells us, of the passage of Isaiah that we heard this morning, “the Lord has anointed me to preach good news to the poor, to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind…” and so on.  Christ the anointed King is a healing King.
And he still is.  Christ heals today.  But we do need to ask for it, just as they did when Jesus walked the earth.  In all the many, many stories of healing in the gospels, whether they involved individual people, or crowd scenes, in by far the majority of these accounts, Jesus is taking action as a direct result of having been asked to.  I think that sometimes we fall into the trap of thinking that Jesus doesn’t heal today, because if he wanted to he’d just get on with it.  And also that if we do ask, it might not happen – because, let’s be honest, what we ask for doesn’t always happen.  But even so I think it really matters that we ask, not because God doesn’t know what our needs are, but because when we ask we make it quite clear that it is God we’re turning to, and then when our prayers answered, we are encouraged by knowing where that healing has come from.

And isn’t it wonderful that we can ask!  I don’t know how many of you have actually met the Queen.  I think she works hard to make herself accessible to her people, but even so, an audience with the Queen is a really big deal.  And if you were fortunate enough to meet her on one of her famous walkabouts, you wouldn’t share your problems with her.  But we all have the ear of Christ the King all the time, and he listens, and understands, and can do something about it.

So ask – and keep asking.  Don’t give up.  I know that there are times when our prayers don’t seem to be answered as quickly or as fully as we wish.  And we lose heart and confidence because of that.  That’s one of the reasons why we offer the opportunity for other people to pray with you and for you here in church, and we’re doing that later this morning, and we do it at many of our other services.  The point of it isn’t that other people are more holy than you, or better pray-ers than you, but perhaps they can find the words when you can’t, and perhaps they can find the faith to ask when maybe your tank is running on empty.  We must recognise 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.  But that doesn’t mean leave him alone.  When Jesus says ask, seek, knock, and you will find, he’s using what the grammar experts among you will know to be the present continuous tense – in other words keep on asking, keep on seeking, keep on knocking.  But also trust him, and keep on trusting him, trust the healing King, in his wisdom, which is much greater than ours, to find the right moment and the right response.
So today’s service is an opportunity to do some asking, to pray for healing, and there will be several pairs of people available later to do that with you if you wish.
It’s also an opportunity to pray for wholeness.  What do I mean by that?  Well, do any of us lead perfectly content, perfectly wholesome, perfectly fulfilled lives?  I don’t think I do.  To give you an image, I’ll tell you about my car.  If you look at it you’ll see that it’s not new, and at the moment it isn’t very clean either!  My tyres are legal, but they’re getting worn and are going to need replacing soon, because miles under the clock do that, don’t they?  And I’ve got scratches down one side where I got forced into the hedge, and that might have been because I was going a bit fast at the time, and one of the doors creaks since the time when someone drove into the side of me, and that really wasn’t my fault at all.  It’s a perfectly safe car, it’s just passed its MOT, and it should be able to handle thousands of miles yet.  But the signs of wear and tear are there, and it’s the same with us.  We all cope with life, mostly.  But we get knocks and dents and scratches as we travel through, some of them our fault, some of them not.  Some of our lives are easier and some harder, and some of the things we have to tackle will be huge, whilst others are not – but our need is the same for all of us, to made whole by God. 
That was brought home to me a few years ago when I went on a training day at the cathedral which was about praying for healing.  There was some good teaching, and some good speakers, the whole thing was led by Bishop Clive, and then in the afternoon he took a service in the cathedral which included, as we will do today, the laying on of hands and anointing.  And I might add that the oil we’ll be using, and that Bishop Clive used then, is oil that is blessed by Bishop Nigel every year on Maundy Thursday for this purpose.  There’s a hint here that if both bishops are involved with this, and think it’s a good idea, it’s probably good solid Church of England practice, and not something dreamt up by the lunatic fringe!  So although I certainly hadn’t come across it before, I thought I’d have a go. But when I came away from the altar and back to my seat I thought, gosh I really needed that, and that thought took me completely by surprise.  At some point without it being my intention I had changed from someone who had gone to find out more about how to pray for others, to someone who was receiving something herself.  And the word wholeness seemed to be particularly meaningful to me.  I didn’t need healing in the conventional sense, I wasn’t ill and I didn’t have a pair of crutches that I wanted to throw away.  But I did feel that I wasn’t whole, that I had needed some sort of reviving and refreshing and making good, a sense of being forgiven and cared for.  And I didn’t even realise I had that need, until it was met in the worship of that service.  And I suspect that we all need that sort of making whole, and that we will go on needing it again and again.
And so it was good that at the cathedral pretty much everyone went up for anointing and so on, and I hope you will feel encouraged to do so today – it’s going to happen in a little while after our next hymn, and Andy will explain more about that bit of the service.  You don’t have to come up, of course, and if you don’t want to, please don’t feel you must, but I hope you will because we’re all in the same boat and we all have that same need. If you come you will find it’s a simple thing – come up to the altar much as you would for communion, we just put a hand on your shoulder, make the sign of the cross on your forehead with oil and say a simple prayer.   There’s nothing miraculous about the oil we use, in spite of the bishop’s blessing, 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 this touch is a gesture then that confirms  that God is willing to meet our needs and touch our lives with love, with forgiveness, and with healing.  It’s the touch of a King who wants you to be part of his kingdom.  It’s the touch of a king who wants to anoint and bestow a crown on you, as Isaiah told us this morning – a crown of beauty instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning.
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