8th February 2009

Mark 1:29–39, Isaiah 40.21-31
One of the news stories this week has been about a nurse who was suspended after offering to pray for the recovery of an elderly patient. Caroline Petrie was accused of failing to show a commitment to equality and diversity after the incident and underwent a disciplinary hearing.

The Somerset community nurse carries out home visits and on one to an elderly lady she asked: "Would you like me to pray for you?" after putting dressings on her legs. The woman replied "No, thank you", and Petrie insists she did not press the matter. 

The elderly woman is believed to have told the trust about the incident leading to Petrie being challenged by her superiors.

She said: "I became a Christian 10 years ago after my mother died. My faith got stronger and I realised God was doing amazing things in my life. I saw my patients suffering and as I believe in the power of prayer, I began asking them if they wanted me to pray for them. They are absolutely delighted."

Nevertheless Mrs Petrie’s boss wrote to her saying she was required to uphold the reputation of her profession - which apparently means demonstrating ‘a personal and professional commitment to equality and diversity’ and not using her professional status ‘to promote causes that are not related to health’.

One commentator on this story quoted the executive director of the National Secular Society, Keith Porteous-Wood who said:

Medical practitioners are, quite rightly, not to be permitted to offer religious services to patients – their job is to provide medical services, not use the workplace as an opportunity to 'spread the word'.

The commentator noticed the escalation in this response – Petrie's non-insistent offer to pray for the patient's wellbeing has been re-cast as a malign attempt to convert her, despite considerable evidence to the contrary. The events are thus distorted by the usual heightened sensitivity, hostility and projections that are laid onto any situation with a religious context. Would the nurse have been suspended if she had proposed some other "non-medical" intervention – offering to sing her a song, perhaps, or relate a funny story about her journey to work?

The intense feeling generated by any practice deemed "religious" is understandable – thanks to centuries of abuse in the name of various belief systems, we have stored up vast piles of individual and collective psychological debris which cloud our view whenever the subject is raised. But the answer isn't to add to it by silencing those who want to supplicate for the wellbeing of others – especially if, like Petrie, they are sensitive enough to be respectful when such an offer is declined.

When believers and unbelievers can respond to differences of opinion, lifestyle and practice with curiosity, consideration and tolerance rather than shrill outrage and knee-jerk censure that will be a mark of our psychological maturity.

Caroline Petrie, was this week reinstated as a community nurse. The North Somerset Primary Care Trust said it recognised the fact that Mrs Petrie felt she was acting in the "best interests" of her patients. "It is acceptable to offer spiritual support as part of care when the patient asks for it. "But for nurses, whose principal role is giving nursing care, the initiative lies with the patient and not with the nurse. "Nurses like Caroline do not have to set aside their faith, but personal beliefs and practices should be secondary to the needs and beliefs of the patient and the requirements of professional practice." 

The Christian Legal Centre, which described the hospital's climb-down as a "victory for common sense" but said the nurse's case was part of a growing trend to ostracise religion from society. Caroline Petrie is the face of what happens when equality and diversity laws that were created in the name of tolerance actually impose intolerance. "Caroline doesn't feel that her faith and work life can be separated. Many people are now scared and frightened about what they are and are not allowed to say." 

Like most news stories we don’t know all the facts and we can be hasty in judgement. What stands out for me in this story was the North Somerset Primary Care Trust initial view that Nurse Petrie’s ‘cause’ has nothing to do with health. Interestingly, there is a substantial body of literature pointing to the health-promoting impact of prayer and of religious belief.  The power of prayer has long been acknowledged as part of the healing process. That's why hospitals have chaplains and there are Bibles in bedside cabinets. Many surveys have been done suggesting that those who have a strong faith, have hope for the future, pray, worship, and are part of a church community, live longer and enjoy happier lives than those who don’t. How ridiculous to say that faith has nothing to do with health. How impoverished a view is that? Surely we have to treat not just the physical body but our minds and our souls and our spirits?

Was not Jesus the great healer of mind body and soul? Did not Jesus call us to preach and to heal? I understand the sensitive nature of overstepping professional boundaries – but to say the Christian faith having nothing to do with health is wide of the mark? Our Lent studies will be looking at the topic of Christian healing – I commend them to you to explore some of these issues in more depth.
Our passage today is a continuation of last weeks passage which sees Jesus start his healing ministry curing the sick and casting out demons. Notice how Mark in his gospel makes a distinction between those who are ill and those who are possessed, or have unclean spirits. Last week I explored the worldview of the time and how sometimes they believed that evil spirits were the cause of all sickness and disease. I approached the passage from quite a liberal and rational perspective and suggested that in Jesus’ day, disorders such as autism, epilepsy, and mental illnesses were lumped into the general category of “demon possession” or “unclean spirits.” I also said that while some Christians struggle with the idea of supernatural powers of evil, there are others who believe in personalised evil as much as a personal God and who would not accept that demonisation is merely mental ill-health. 

I’ll be frank with you - I struggle with those who see demons under every bed. But I do not wish for one moment to deny that that some of the power struggles that Jesus had with unclean and evil spirits accord with some experiences today.

Most Christian ministers will have some stories to tell. I could tell you some stories. The nearest I’ve experienced to the story we looked at last week where a man possessed by an evil spirit shrieked at Jesus and Jesus rebuked him and cast the spirit out was when a friend of Debbie and myself got cursed by a village witchdoctor after a trip abroad. He came back seemingly depressed and withdrawn but as we prayed with him he became abusive. He hated the name of Jesus, even at one point being physically sick at the mention of the Lord’s name. His facial features started to change, he exhibited eating disorders over the course of the next couple of months– it was as if a battle was taking place within his body. We sought specialist help and also prayer ministry. As we prayed for him he started to become aggressive with superhuman strength that took four of us to restrain him.  After hours of prayer, calling on the help of the Lord, whatever was afflicting our friend had been cast out. It was in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ that he was healed. Some, I’m sure would try and offer a rational explanation for what happened. But I know it was in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ that he was healed and that this had been a spiritual encounter. Stuff happens. I don’t want to be alarmist, but I believe there is a spiritual struggle. There are many unhealthy and unclean influences around in our society. The biblical writers described as demonic the spirits that are out to hurt us, destroy us, destroy human relationships, our relationship to God, our health and well being. The biblical writers call us to discern the spirits – by their fruits you will know them. 
I want to support equality and diversity and be tolerant to others who have different beliefs to me. But I put my trust in the Lord Jesus Christ, who I believe is the Holy One of God, the name above all names, the one who speaks with authority; the one who has the power to heal the sick, cast out the demons and holds the keys to death and death’s domain.
The biblical writers urge us to trust in God – to look to the Lord  for new strength – then we will soar on eagle’s wings, run and not feel faint. March on and not grow weary.

The accounts in the first chapter of Mark’s gospel are a frenzy of activity. Seeking rest at the home of Simon and Andrew, Jesus is called upon to heal Simon’s mother-in-law. Crowds begin to press in around the house, demanding more words and deeds of power

from Jesus. In the midst of all of this and in the heart of our

story for today, Jesus goes out to a deserted place to pray. It isn’t much of a break from the action for Jesus. The disciples follow and right away they implore Jesus to get back on the road. In that brief time apart, Jesus found renewed energy in God, the source of his strength. 
Such renewal is the gift Jesus offered to Simon’s mother-in-law the previous night. Jesus reached out to this woman who was weak with fever, raised her up, and restored her to serve. Jesus is restored to continue preaching and healing. 
How can you know when you have been healed? Seems like an odd question. For many, the answer is obvious: when the pain is gone, the fever has come down, and the disease is no more. But the Gospel gives a better answer. “The fever left her,” we are told of Peter’s mother-in-law, “and she began to serve them.” As she was healed, she immediately began to serve others. When we are ready to help others in their need and focus once again outside ourselves we will know that we too have been cured. We will no longer be slaves to our hurts and resentments. We will at last be made whole. And we shall live.

Isaiah calls God’s people to remember that God– who created the universe and rules everything within it – is their source of strength.. The prophet reminds them of God’s power to restore and liberate, and of God’s desire to renew their strength.

Jesus drew from this source of strength as his authority for healing and teaching. With Jesus, we are invited to trust in the power of God, who promises: “I will raise you up on eagles’ wings.”

The story is told of a little boy and his father. They were walking along a road when they came across a large stone. The boy looked at the stone and thought about it a little. Then he asked his father, "Do you think if I use all my strength, I can move that rock?"

The father thought for a moment and said, "I think that if you use all your strength, you can do it."

That was all the little boy needed. He ran over to the rock and began to push on it. He pushed and he pushed, so hard did he try that little beads of sweat appeared on his forehead. But the rock didn’t move — not an inch, not half an inch. After a while, the little boy sat down on the ground. His face had fallen. His whole body seemed to be just a lump there on the earth. "You were wrong," he told his dad. "I can’t do it."  

His father walked over to him, knelt beside him, and put his arm around the boy’s shoulder. "You can do it," he said. "You just didn’t use all your strength. You didn’t ask me to help."  

The world in which we live tells us that it is all up to us. It tells us that we have to be strong and independent. It tells us we can’t and shouldn’t count on anyone or anything else. And yet, what faith tells us and what Jews and Christians have known forever is that we have a ready resource in God, strength for those who ask.

C.S. Lewis wrote, 

The moment you wake up each morning, all your wishes and hopes for the day rush at you like wild animals. And the first job each morning consists in shoving it all back; in listening to that other voice, taking that other point of view, letting that other, larger, stronger, quieter life come flowing in.

There was a man who got into the habit of slipping into a certain church at a certain time of day with clockwork regularity. There, day by day, he would sit and apparently do nothing. The parish priest observed this regular silent visitor and one day unable to contain his curiosity asked the man why he came to the church, alone, day in day out. 
The old man looked at the priest and with a loving twinkle in his eye explained, ‘I looked at him. He looks at me. And we tell each other that we love each other and that gives me the strength to carry on’

. May you discover in Christ the one who heals and delivers. May you discover in prayer the strength to be renewed in the love of God: to run and not feel faint, to walk on and not grow weary.
