THE STORY OF A HEALER

In the film “Shadowlands,” based on the true story of C.S.Lewis (as in author of
Narnia books) and Joy Gresham, the woman he married, there is a scene where Lewis,
by then an acclaimed Oxford scholar, public speaker and famous writer, meets Joy for
the first time and he tells her that he is really not a very public person. Joy says
nothing; she just looks at him with that yeah, right expression on her face.

You don’t believe me, he asks?

Mmhmm, she replies, I’'m just curious. So you give all these lectures and you write all
these books in the hopes that no-one is going to take any notice of you?

Joy Gresham might have said much the same thing to Jesus Christ. In the Gospels he
is a renowned healer, who does not want to be known as a healer. If there are two
things on which all four Gospels agree they are (1) that Jesus had an amazing power
to cure all kinds of illness and (2) that he did not want people to talk about it. He
could heal people; he wanted to heal them; he never turned anyone in pain away, yet
he did not want to be known as “The Healer.”

So, you make the blind see, the deaf hear and the lame walk. You cure mental illness,
you have whole communities beating a path to your doorway, carrying their sick and
disabled but you don’t want to be a known as a healer? Yeah, right.

It does not make sense. It is like saying that Winston Churchill did not want to be
known as a politician or that Beethoven did not want to be known as a musician or
that Kate Winslet does not want to be known as an actress. If you have a great gift and
people benefit from that gift, then of course you want everyone to know. That is what
success is all about. Isn’t it? So why was Jesus so “coy’ about his ability to heal? Yes,
I will make you better but please don’t tell anyone.

C. S. Lewis did admit that he had a lot of personal hang-ups, which made him
unusually shy for a public person. But Jesus does not come across as a man with
hang-ups. Although not arrogant, he seemed quite sure of who he was and what he
was here for. And at the end of the day, he was quite sure that he was not here to be
known as a healer.
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The stories we read and heard today were indisputably about physical and mental
healing: a deranged man goes into hysterics in a place of worship and Jesus heals him;
a man totally paralysed is carried to Jesus and Jesus heals him; a foreign woman has a
daughter who is very ill and Jesus heals her. These are just three of many tales of
Jesus’ miraculous power to heal. But in each of these stories there are other issues
besides the healing of pain and disability.

The story of the paralysed man is about forgiveness. Before any physical healing
takes place, Jesus tells the man that his sins are forgiven. What has forgiveness of sin
got to do with bodily paralysis? Actually it has everything to do with it. Any doctor
and any psychiatrist will agree that guilt is a powerful cause of stress and that stress is
a powerful cause of illness. It is quite possible that some huge trauma in the man’s
earlier life, even if not entirely his fault, had left him feeling horribly guilty and that
this guilt had eaten away at him, causing intolerable physical and mental stress and
that this stress had been a major contributor to the illness which had left him



paralysed. It happens. It happens a lot with all kinds of serious illness. But who can
clear a sense of guilt from our lives? Even if the people we think we have wronged
forgive us, we cannot always forgive ourselves. That is what this story is really all
about.

The story of the foreign woman and her daughter is about discrimination and
prejudice. The woman is living in a country where people refuse to speak to her;
where they shut her out of their homes, their community centres and their places of
worship. Not surprisingly her little girl is bewildered and hurt that other children are
not allowed to play with her, that she is spat at, pushed over and threatened with much
worse 1f she goes out of doors. She has become withdrawn and constantly down with
some illness or another. Her mother is angry and frustrated. She sees animals being
treated better than they are, yet what has she done wrong other than to be born into a
different race? And who can break down social, national and religious barriers of
centuries? People in Palestine today are still asking that question and so are the people
of Northern Ireland now. That is what this story is really all about.

And then the man with the disturbed mind who stands up and screams in the
synagogue. In those days any kind of illness, mental or physical, was said to be
caused by demons taking possession of a person. We do not think like that nowadays
but I would guess that most of us know something of what it is like to feel that we are
in the grip of some malignant force that we cannot shake off. We might call it
depression, anxiety, exhaustion, grief, guilt, often but not always triggered off by
some crisis in our lives. We keep telling ourselves to pull ourselves together, sort
ourselves out, get over it, move on, only we cannot, and it seems that the harder we
try the deeper we get sucked into what John Bunyan called “The Slough of
Despondency.”

And the sad thing is that for many of us, it is in church, in a place of worship that
these feelings seem to get on top of us. Maybe it is the quiet and the space, giving us
no place to run to, no activity to distract us. Maybe it is-as the Gospel suggests-
something destructive inside us recognising something more powerful in the God we
are seeking and it is putting up a fight. I don’t know but I do suspect that, although
people do not generally stand up in church and scream, as that man did in the
synagogue, there are usually a few people in any congregation on any Sunday
morning who are screaming inside themselves. And who can get the better of this
perpetual inner turmoil? That is what this story is really all about.
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I think we need to make a distinction between a “Healer” and a “Creator of Health.”
A Healer is one who cures illness and relieves pain. A Creator of Health is one who
prevents illness and pain occurring in the first place. A Healer does the mopping up
operation after a disease has taken its toll on the human body and mind. A Creator of
Health shapes an environment in which the human body and mind resist disease.

We hear a lot about this “prevention is better than cure” theory. As a nation we are
now being encouraged to eat healthy food, take lots of exercise, refrain from harmful
activities like smoking and drug-taking, in the hopes that if we keep ourselves
healthy, we should not need to call on doctors, that is, “healers” so often. But keeping
ourselves healthy is not quite as straightforward as it sounds: you know, just carry
your fruit and vegetables past Macdonalds looking smug, and make for the local gym.



The causes of sickness are many and complex. They are personal; they are communal;
and they are global.

In the book of the prophet Isaiah there are those famous verses which promise that in
times to come, in the kingdom of God, the eyes of the blind shall be opened, the ears
of the deaf unstopped, the lame man shall leap for joy and the tongue of the dumb
shall sing. Jesus quoted this passage more than once, linking it with his own ministry,
apparently about healing. But if you look at Isaiah’s verses in context, you will see
that they are not talking about a miracle cure- one touch of the divine hand and the
pain is gone. Isaiah’s book is about a whole new world order. It is about justice and
peace. It is about putting a stop to greed, corruption and rampant consumerism. It is
about overthrowing tyrants who oppress their people and ineffectual leaders who do
not protect their people. It is about making the earth into a safe, fruitful place rather
than a scorched and empty desert, inhabited by wild animals. It is about giving men
and women the opportunity to live long, happy and healthy lives. Isaiah’s vision is
about creating health not simply about healing sickness. There is a difference.

And this, I think, is why Jesus did not want to be known as “The Healer.” It was of no
use his simply going round curing the pain and diseases of people who would then go
on to inflict trauma, stress, ignorance and irresponsibility on each other and on
themselves, creating yet more pain and disease waiting to be healed.

As we heard in our Gospel stories today, there were deeper issues at stake than
physical and mental illness: a society in which children of different races and
religions were brought up to hate each other was not a healthy environment; a religion
which created huge burdens of guilt in its people and did nothing to alleviate them
was not a healthy environment; a society in which getting rich, no matter what it cost
you was the ultimate ambition, was not a healthy environment; a society in which one
race believed that it had the right to oppress, cheat, abuse and slaughter other races
was not a healthy environment; a society which simply pushed the diseased to its
boundaries and left them there to rot was not a healthy environment; a society which
plundered the earth and its resources, leaving it wasted and destroyed was not a
healthy environment.

Jesus saw his mission as not so much about healing as about creating health, which
was why his ministry was not only about finding your personal peace with God and
healing for your own pain; it was also about global, social and even political issues.
For him “success” was not having the whole country marvelling at his amazing ability
to heal sickness. For him “success” was having people return to God and, in the light
of God’s truth, re-awaken their sense of responsibility to their world and to each
other. Very few people have the gift of miraculous healing powers. All people have
the gift to create health and this was part and parcel of being children of God.
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Of course people did not so much like this aspect of Jesus’ ministry. They preferred
him simply to wave his hand and make the pain go away. And who can blame them?
When you are in pain, you cannot think of anything else.

But creating health also carries a high personal cost because you have to think socially
and globally rather than just personally. There is a high element of sacrifice involved
and it will often take a lot of innocent victims before radical changes are made in a



nation’s lifestyle or a religious community that will create an environment which
promotes better health.

It was not Jesus’ ministry to individuals that brought him to the cross; it was his
ministry to society and organised religion as a whole. And when he hung on the cross
the people he had annoyed and unsettled taunted him, saying “you saved everybody
else. You healed their pain. Why cannot you help yourself?”

But quick-fix solutions never had been part of Jesus’ essential ministry. He bore the
weight of pain and degradation; hatred and betrayal; fear and isolation; carried it right
through death so that, in the light of his resurrection victory, health and peace, love
and community, justice and joy might stand a chance of being reborn.

As Mark- the writer of our Gospel- lived and ministered in the newly-created
Christian church, he saw the painful struggles worked through in that community with
regard to racial and religious discrimination; crushing anxiety over religious doctrines
and obligations; confusion over social duty, especially with regard to the political
powers currently in Government; complex family structures; business dealings- there
was always some issue to be discussed and sorted. Nothing could simply be left the
way it always had been and it was all very tiring, not to mention tedious at times.

But Mark also saw a healthier environment being created, as faith in Jesus Christ
lifted guilt from people’s shoulders; as the living experience of Jesus Christ gave
them hope and direction in life; as the humility of Jesus Christ kept them humble and
gentle in their dealings with each other; as the passion of Jesus Christ for the world
inspired them to break down barriers of hatred and suspicion and welcome the
strangers and foreigners in.

There were in the early church “healers” who had inherited Jesus’ amazing power to
cure disease and there are still healers today. But there were also ‘““creators of health”
who had inherited Jesus’ mission to bring into existence a kingdom of God in which
freedom, happiness and love could enable human minds and hearts, souls and bodies
to grow strong and overcome disease and this is a ministry to which we are all called
today.

Did Mark see his Gospel the story of a “healer?” As usual: “Yes” and “No.”

Let me finish with a little anecdote from Adrian Plass, a modern-day Christian, who
writes very honestly of his own struggles with faith and ministry. Adrian was thrilled
at the thought of being a “healer.” He had these fantasies of walking through crowds
of sick, ailing men and women, bestowing a gracious touch of his hand and they
would rise up and walk, praising God and acclaiming him. But he could not do it. He
could not heal the sick. And this bothered him. Why did he not have a healing
ministry-he raged at his wife? Did God not think him good enough?

The phone rang before his wife could answer. It was a lady he had never met telling
him of her elderly father, who had just died in hospital. He had been very ill for some
weeks and knew that death was near. He had become frightened, very frightened. She
had taken him Adrian’s last book to read, hoping it might bring him some comfort.
And it did, in a way. Apparently it made the old man laugh so much that he stopped
being frightened. In fact he literally died laughing. I just wanted to thank you for that,
she said. Adrian put the phone down and told his wife. She looked him straight in the
eye: And you just said that you did not have a healing ministry......

What was Christ’s healing ministry really all about? Think on that and you may also
discern your own place in that same ministry. Amen.






