June 28th 2009

Theme: Healing Powers

Focus Scripture: Mark 5:21–43

Experiences of vulnerability may make us feel as if we have nowhere to turn. In those times and places, we are invited to turn to God, whose compassion knows no boundaries.

We see in these readings the character of God’s power revealed in loving acts of healing and saving. In receiving and in offering such care, we open ourselves to lives of wholeness in God’s reign.

Mark’s “story within a story” in the focus scripture contrasts the status of an unnamed woman with that of a known leader of a synagogue. It also highlights their common vulnerability, which leads them to seek Jesus’ healing powers. 
Both stories are about fear and faith, similar to our theme last week, and the power of Jesus to take people from one to the other. Both stories are worth spending time ‘inside’ them, in the sense of meditating on them, imagining that you are there, in the crowd watching it all happen, and then, if you dare – identifying with the various characters at the centre of this drama. That’s a wonderful way of turning scripture into prayer – and today, as in Jesus day, to turn fear into faith.

 Imagine you’re Jairus, the synagogue president. Since the time that Jesus moved from Nazareth to Capernaum, he can’t always have been an easy person to have in the village congregation.  I remember in my first church in Warrington having the Moderator of the Synod as one of my church members. Bless him, he always warned me when he would be turning up. It meant a late night re-reading the sermon!

Local experts in Jewish law were upset at the things Jesus was doing. Murmurs around the place suggested that if Herod got to hear of a new kingdom of God movement there would be trouble. The story immediately before this one in Mark’s gospel has Jesus confronting a man possessed by demons and casting the demons out into a herd of pigs causing the locals in that village to plead with Jesus to leave the region so disturbed were they by the whole experience.
Jairus might well have felt that he could do without someone likely to land the town in the spotlight for all the wrong reasons. At best, he’d probably want to keep a safe distance. Let others go after this Jesus; sooner or later we’ll see if anything comes of his efforts, but for the moment it’s better to just be an onlooker.

Until disaster strikes.  His daughter gets sick, very sick – to the point that her life is endangered. You can imagine his agonized household, the distraught father, hope slipping away like sand through a sieve, and then word arriving that the strange teacher had come back from across the lake. Jairus pockets his pride and his respectability and forgets his fears – all that is not as important when your daughter is dying – and rushes off to Jesus, throwing himself down at his feet (how undignified!)

Then along comes this woman which keeps Jairus and us waiting in suspense and also adds extra depth to the story.
Jesus is on the way to a house where we suspect he will find a corpse. Thoughts of sorrow would mingle with the threat of impurity since contact with a dead body is one of the chief sources of impurity in Jewish law. Here on the other hand is a woman who has chronic internal bleeding; one of the other main causes of impurity was bodily discharges. Her perpetual uncleanness (with all of its consequences in her family and social life) explains her fear both of openly requesting help and then being discovered after she’s received it. She also had to break a taboo – touching a man in public who wasn’t a member of her family.
Jairus had asked Jesus to come to his house so that his daughter may be rescued or saved as it says in the text. The woman says to herself if only I can touch his clothes I will be healed. When she does, Jesus knows at once that power has gone out of him. There is a funny exchange with the disciples when Jesus says ‘who touched me’ and the disciples basically reply ‘don’t be daft there is a whole crowd here’ – it’s like someone asking who touched me in the rugby scrum!

Healing by touch, not least when the healer wasn’t expecting it, is such a strange phenomenon that we probably can’t probe much further about how such things work. Suffice to say that it has been a practice of the church down through the centuries from the ministry of Jesus and his commissioning of the disciples to go out and heal the sick by laying on of hands. . What it does illustrate for us is the intimate nature of the contact between the individual and Jesus that Mark expects and hopes his readers to develop themselves and in their communities. When life crowds in with all its pressures, there is still room to creep up behind Jesus – if that’s all we feel we can do – and reach out and touch him, in that odd mixture of fear and faith that characterizes so much of our Christian discipleship.

When she does own up to having been the one who touched him Jesus says her faith has healed her. Was it Jesus power that rescued the woman, or her own faith? Clearly all healing comes from God – the power of God working through Jesus; but he says ‘your faith has healed you’.  Faith, though itself powerless, is still the channel through which Jesus’ power can work (compare with 6.5 where he can’t work many healings because people are cynical and sceptical and have no faith). It seems to be that Jesus is not a magician doing conjuring tricks by some secret power for an amazed but uninvolved audience. He is (though onlookers don’t realize this yet) God’s Son, the one through whom the living God is remaking the world. And faith, no matter how much fear and trembling may accompany it, is the first sign of the remaking, that renewal, that new life.  Where are we in this story?
Right on cue, as the suspense heightens, messengers come to tell Jairus that his daughter has now died. He shouldn’t bother Jesus any longer. Telling Jairus not to be afraid, and just to believe, in that setting must have sounded like telling someone to paddle across the Atlantic in a canoe (though someone has done that!). But so many extraordinary things were happening that just then Jairus found a spark of faith which enabled him to walk with Jesus the short distance to his own front door. 
The professional mourners were already in place weeping and wailing according to the custom of the day. They encouraged families and friends to vent their feelings without restraint or embarrassment. They say bottling up grief is extremely unhealthy; better to get on with, to let it come.

But Jesus isn’t having any of it. She’s not dead he says – she’s asleep. They all laugh at him. They laughed at him as they have laughed at the followers of Jesus to this day. But Jesus got on with what had to be done. The crowd is left behind – he doesn’t entertain those who are there to ridicule. He takes only the three closest disciples and the desperate parents in with him. This time it’s Jesus who reaches out a hand to touch the girl. This time he says a word of command, one of the few things to have come to us in the original Aramaic: Talitha koum, ‘time to get up, little girl’. Up she got, and walked around the room. And again the eye witness touch: give her something to eat.

The passage leaves us with all sorts of questions. Why did Mark include the original Aramaic words? Is it a kind of magic formula – abra cadabra! Probably because it made such a deep impression on Peter and the others that they remembered the power of the moment. It was ordinary words that you would use to wake up any sleeping child – yet because of the context and how the life giving power of God was breaking in, and working through the ordinary details of life – these words become transformed.

An ancient Christian hymn was ‘wake up sleeper rise from the dead. Christ has come upon you’ – it was a hymn of resurrection hope.

Many will ask – does God heal today? We have just had a Lent series looking at the topic. In my worship preparation notes there is a story of a girl called Kayla in the United States.

She had hitched a ride on the back of a car and had fallen off cracking her head. She takes up the story:
The next thing I remembered was being in a room with white walls and my father’s face laced with tears. I couldn’t move my head, I couldn’t move my legs, and it hurt to really think at all. My vision was blurry, but my hearing slowly recovered until

I caught the faint sounds of a television and the voices of a few people. Before my mind forced me back into a deep sleep, I came to the unsure conclusion that I must have been in a hospital.

I learned later on that I had been in a coma for three days. The way I had landed on my head caused my skull to be fractured into a spider-web of small cracks. For three days my family, friends, church family, and even strangers prayed for my survival. The main surgical doctor sat my parents down and told them to pick out a rehabilitation facility for me to stay in, because even though there was a very slim chance I would survive, if I did I would be brain dead. The doctor said my survival would be a miracle and that he didn’t work in miracles. But not only did I survive, and not only was I not at all brain-damaged, I had healed enough to be able to go home in less than a week. The nurses gave me the nickname of “The Miracle.”

As I write this, it has been over a year since my accident. I still cannot remember anything of the accident itself, but I can remember the look of my father’s tear-stained face, the stories about my healing process that my friends shared with me, and the connections that people made to pray for me. I received get-well cards from groups as far away as the other side of the United States. People in my church and teachers from my elementary school connected with friends to create prayer chains that spanned the country. I never really grasped the number of people I could have an effect upon.

I never really understood the healing power of prayer and what it means to have faith in God until this happened to me. But I do know for sure that every time I am with my family, my friends, and the people in my church community, I am still surrounded by that same healing power.

Written by Kayla Pingree, a recently confirmed member of First Parish Congregational Church, United Church of Christ in East Derry, New Hampshire, USA.
Stuff happens – although when it does happen it can prompt many other questions. Why did Jesus only raise Jairus daughter, the widow of Nain’s son, and Lazarus? If God did it a few times why not to everybody? A bit like the resurrection of Jesus – why did God treat Jesus as special case? If God can do that sort of thing, why doesn’t he prevent awful things from happening in the world? And that big question: Why isn’t everyone healed? 

Well it may be, as we have seen in this story, because it is through lack of faith or fear of asking or pride. But it may also be because all the miracles in the gospels are signs. They are signs of the revolution that Jesus brings in putting the world right, in revealing God’s ongoing work to renew the world. Signs are important but they are not the destination. Sign posts point the way and encourage us to keep going, but they are not the arrival point. The kingdom is present and within us but also not yet and to come.

Jesus instruction for them to keep this miracle quiet is a call to keep this kingdom under wraps until its full revelation at Easter.
Jairus and the woman with bleeding were desperate enough to overcome their pride and social embarrassment to seek the touch of Jesus. May we not have to become desperate before we open ourselves to his touch in our lives. But may we, like Jairus and the woman, find faith to transform us and those around us.

Traditional Service Outline

Enter with the Bible – place it on the communion Table

Welcome People to worship

Gathering words
God is with us: in our triumphs and disasters; in our times of joy and of deep sorrow. Today we hear again of God's steadfast love and power in the midst of pain and grief.

Call to worship

In the midst of life’s chaos,

at the heart of our discontent,

within the fragments of human brokenness,

lives the healing presence of God.

Beyond our fears and misgivings,

before the excuses and doubting,

at home within the honest and vulnerable,

lives the healing power of God.

Come, let us not pretend we do not know these

places.

Let us not avoid what is most real.

For in the facing and the accepting,

lives the healing embrace of God.

HYMN: Be still for the presence of the Lord (words on sheet)
Opening Prayer

Generous Creator of love and life,

in your welcome embrace

lies both our hope and healing.

May this time of prayer and listening

be for us, then, a renewal of spirit

and courage for faith’s journey.

Amen.

Making connections

Look at the poster Hands (stuck to front of lectern)and notice the care that is being offered and received in this scene. Invite everyone to recall times when they needed help and reached out to someone.

Ask them to reflect silently on these questions:

· What did it feel like to reach out for help?

· Did there seem to be a risk in reaching out for

help? Why?

· What was the result of reaching out?

Prayer of confession

Guide people through a movement from spiritual resistance

toward an open and healing acceptance. Invite people to

assume a posture of resistance such as closed eyes, clenched

fists, crossed arms, and hunched shoulders. When the

words, “Heal us…” are spoken, invite people to assume an

open posture such as open eyes, loosened grip, unfolded

arms, and slow, deep breaths. Demonstrate how they are

to bring their hands out to the side, opening them upwards

and leaving them raised until the end of the prayer. Use the

questions as moments for natural pause. These pauses are

helpful to the imagination.

I will not yield so easily.

I will not hand over everything.

This is my life and it is for me to control.

Yet, why then of late, O God,

does it seem that very little is working?

Why is my confidence left shaken

and I’m left feeling anything but strong?

In fact, I feel fragile and uncertain

in ways I have felt before.

Might it be that I’m running on empty?

That at the end of my own resources

is the beginning of your own?

That my own desire and ability to love

needs to be filled with the gift of love itself?

Heal us, O God.

(Give people time to take on a new posture.)

Heal us, O God, of the need to avoid

the hidden places.

Open our hearts and minds

to a grace and goodness

that finds us exactly where we are,

and which touches us deeply,

lifting us up to new and creative lives.
THE LORD’S PRAYER
HYMN;
536
New every morning is the love
NOTICES

OFFORTORY – take plate from communion table

Prayer of dedication

By offering these gifts,

and by opening our lives to you in hope,

we ask that you continue to use us

in the healing ways of compassion,

through the heart and mind of Jesus the Christ.
As put plate back on Communion table bring the Bible down to the lectern

Prayer before readings:

Open your word to us Lord.Give us ears to hear and minds and hearts to respond.

Bible readings: Psalm 130; Mark 5.21-43

HYMN: 
197
Jesus hands were kind hands
Prayers of Intercession:

Prayers of the people

Sing “Spirit of Living God R&S 308 slowly

and reflectively as a response after each stanza of prayer.

The prayer will also use periods of silence, inviting both

imaginative and searching responses.

Broken bodies, shamed peoples,

and ravaged eco-systems;

it’s not the world of your making, O God,

but it is the world in which we live

and daily seek to make a positive difference.

In the silence and led by your Spirit,

we yearn for healing,

we wait for your saving Presence. (silence)

Sing: “Spirit of the living God”

Deceit of the powerful, complicity of the masses

and wars that most injure the innocent;

it’s certainly not your Reign, O God,

but it is the world in which we live

and daily seek to make a positive difference.

In the silence and led by your Spirit,

we yearn for healing,

we wait for your saving Presence. (silence)

Sing: “Spirit of the living God”

Exclusive religions, “truths” set in stone,

and leaders beyond accountability;

it’s not what Jesus hoped and prayed for

but it is the world in which we live

and daily seek to make a positive difference.

In the silence and led by your Spirit,

we yearn for healing,

we wait for your saving Presence. (silence)
Sing: ‘Spirit of the Living God’

Go and get Simon!

HYMN: 
653
We cannot measure how you heal
SERMON – SIMON!!!!

Prayers
	A prayer of intercession
	      



	 Printable version


	As we reflect on the human experience of suffering,
let us remember that even when God seems far from us,
he is with us in our need, and in our uncertainty.

Let us pray that God will, in time transform his people's pain into praise:
turn our grieving into dancing:
our silence into shouts of praise!
We remember before you, Lord, those whose lives we have read about in the newspapers this week, or heard about on the news. (The leader could mention particular situations that have been in the news this week.)
We know that, to you, each person is a precious child, not a nameless victim or statistic.
Though we cannot know how they must be feeling, we make our prayer for them, knowing that you bear with us, and know their innermost thoughts.
Turn our grieving into dancing:
our silence into shouts of praise!
We remember before you, Lord,
all who live with chronic illness or constant pain
all who share the burden of a loved-one's ill-health …
Give strength to those who are weary, that they may find support and know that they need not bear their burden alone.
Turn our grieving into dancing:
our silence into shouts of praise!
We remember before you, Lord,
those who feel abandoned or forgotten, isolated, outcast or unclean,
those who work in nursing homes, psychiatric hospitals, hospices …
renew in them a sense of their true worth, that they may see in themselves and in others a reflection of your image.
Turn our grieving into dancing:
our silence into shouts of praise!
We remember before you, Lord,
those who have lost a child – at any age and in any circumstances;
all who have died in childhood or youth; their friends and family;
those who have been separated from loved-ones after many years together …
By your power, draw those who mourn from bitterness and regret to the light of hope and the joy of your resurrection.
Turn our grieving into dancing:
our silence into shouts of praise!
We remember before you, Lord
Those who live with uncertainty and are tempted to give up hope;
those who have much to celebrate and who have cause to praise you …
May we know your steadfast and constant presence in times of joy as well as times of sadness,
and may we always have reason to praise you – in good times and bad.
(The leader could invite those present to think of reasons to praise God or give thanks.)
You turn our grieving into dancing:
our silence into shouts of praise!
Amen.


HYMN
629
Make me a channel of your peace

Sending out

Friends, depart in the spirit of the gospel

and where you are able, be the healing hands of God;

accepting, encouraging, and peaceable hands.

We go in peace.

We go in the name of Christ.
