Sermon preached 5 February 2012 @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore

Fifth Sunday after the Epiphany

Famous for healing”


Last week, I had a contractor cheat me out of $600.


That’s the first time, in 45 years of owning and managing property, that I’ve had that happen.


Also last week, I began to be aware of the drift of our nation towards war with Iran.   News stories, Israel’s pugnacity, Congressional hearings --- it all sounds so hideously familiar.


Then, as some of you know, I’ve had some medical problems over recent months.


I cite these personal examples just to get you to thinking about the central theme in today’s scriptures.


It’s the theme of healing, and our need of it.   Whether on the local level, or the personal level, or the national or international level, the Bible seems intent on telling us God is interested in it.


To the discouraged Jews exiled in far-away Babylon, Isaiah says, “Don’t you know?   You’re going to get to go home.”   We read this passage in every funeral service.


To people anywhere lamenting their fate, the psalmist says, “God is not only big and powerful.   God is basically into healing.”   Consequently, God isn’t impressed by prestige.   What moves God is trust, since trusting God opens you up to God’s healing intentions, makes you a partner with the process that is hidden in all things.


Paul hopes the young church will see the healing going on in the gathering of all these different types of people:   Jews, Gentiles, the strong, the weak.   He is absolutely taken with the idea that helping people is everybody’s reason for being alive.


Then Jesus, in the passage from Mark, is pictured as fundamentally a healer.   He visits St. Peter’s home, and right away, the key issue is, Simon Peter’s mother-in-law is ill.   “Sick with a fever,” the commentator tells us, is code for “demon possessed.”   So, first off, Jesus kicks off the demon, and the immediate result is that Simon’s mother-in-law ministers.   She’s healthy, free of evil spirits, and she immediately behaves like a healthy person:   She helps others.


This is what God does, Mark is saying.   God moves in the direction of inner harmony.   God moves towards outward peace.    God frees up energy that has been locked in conflict… we would say, with germs, and bone breaks, and tissue failures, and kidney stones, and all manner of reduction from health.

Then, as part and parcel of this attitude, Jesus slips off to pray privately.  It is as though we have to breathe if we do some good.   We must get distance, if we are to be able to stand up.   We must exercise, if we’re to have muscles.


The disciples don’t understand this.   “Master, we’ve got a crowd;”   and straightway, Jesus heads back out to sea.   The seed has been planted.   The point has been made.   Those who get it, will produce.   His job is to cover as many miles as possible, fast, before things as they are close in on him…. Before they come to crown him;   before the authorities mark him as a terrorist…


So we are left with good news that won’t last one day without tending.


My experience with the electrician makes me wonder:   “Are people getting less reliable in this economy?”


My terror and despair over the drift towards war shows me how bad politics is.


My experience of sickness puts me in your place, whereas I’ve trained to be BY the bedside, not in it.


Scripture, however, says hurting can open up a whole new capacity to see healing.   Being depressed about the drift of history can bring me out into the streets, like Martin Luther King, Jr., taught.   Being cheated can show me how to love tough --- not with vengeance, but with justice, and caution, and forgiveness, and getting my hands dirty trying to take some steps past anger, and bigotry, and drugs, and all those daily challenges we have because we live in society, and believe in improvement, and promise to keep trying, and --- “Lord, I believe.   Heal thou mine unbelief.”…through Jesus Christ.


Amen.

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
