Sunday, April 8, 1984
YOU CAN TAKE PART IN MIRACLES
Mark 2:1-12


The stories of Jesus healing people in the New Testament are many and varied. During this season of Lent, we have been looking at some of them in an attempt to hear what they have to say to us in our time. This morning before we look at another one of these stories, I want to make a few comments about the overall healing ministry of Jesus.

The first comment is this. Jesus demonstrated more interest in the physical and mental health of men and women than any other religious leader in history. Although his ministry consisted of preaching and teaching, his healing ministry was so important that almost one fifth of the gospel stories are devoted to his healing of individuals. This healing ministry was a practical application of his teaching, for what better way is there to show God’s love than to cure physical and emotional ills? Jesus believed and taught that God desires good health for us all. It is never God’s will that we be sick in any way.

This leads to a second comment. Jesus did not teach that illness or disease or physical or mental handicaps of any kind were direct punishments from God, although there were people in his time who believed that they were, just as some people still believe that today.

At the same time, Jesus also knew, as we know, that illness or disease may be the result of our own bad habits or our wrong choices or the bad habits or wrong choices of others. For example, we now know that smoking can and often does lead to lung cancer. Thus, if we persist in the habit, we shouldn’t be surprised if one day we get lung cancer. Or, if I am a careless and reckless driver, my chances for having an accident which may cripple me or kill me, or perhaps kill or cripple others, are increased. But then I shouldn’t blame God for causing the accident or giving me cancer.

A third comment. I believe that Jesus knew, as we know today, that our own guilt feelings, our unwillingness to forgive others and to forgive ourselves, and our unwillingness to accept God’s forgiveness can at times hinder the healing process within us.

Now we know more and more that the body’s defenses against disease are directly affected by the emotions. In fact, much of our recovery from various diseases depends upon the mobilization of mechanisms which already exist within us for resisting and overcoming disease, both mental and physical. We all have healing powers within us ready to go to work. One physician put it this way: “There is a force, the mechanics of which we do not fully understand, that seems to operate routinely in most people to protect and foster their mental health even under the most adverse conditions. In a similar way there is a force that protects and encourages physical health even under the most adverse conditions.”

Many times, however, something from the outside needs to help to set these forces in motion again. Guilt, our own reluctance to want to get well, hate, fear, and other such things can hinder the healing power. Oftentimes a caring, living person or persons can be the trigger that sets these forces to work again.

With these comments in mind, let’s look at this story from the Gospel of Mark. Jesus was teaching in a house in the village of Capernaum, and a large crowd had gathered so that the house was packed with people outside and inside.

Having heard that Jesus was there, a group of persons came to the house carrying a friend of theirs who was paralyzed. They hoped that they would be able to get him to Jesus so that he could possibly be healed.

However, once they arrived at the house, the crowd was so large that they could not get through. Not being the kind who gives up easily, the four carried their friend up onto the roof, removed a section of the roof, and let the crippled man’s stretcher down through the opening right into the presence of Jesus. When Jesus saw the faith of the four who had brought the paralytic, he said to the man on the stretcher, “My son, your sins are forgiven.”

Some of the religious people who were present were shocked by Jesus’ words. “Who can possibly forgive sins but God?” they asked. Jesus, knowing what they were thinking, said, “Why must you argue like this in your minds? Which do you suppose is easier to say to the paralyzed man, ‘Your sins are forgiven’ or ‘Get up, pick up your bed, and walk'? But to prove to you that I have full authority to forgive sins on earth, I say to you (and here he spoke directly to the paralytic) ‘Get up! Pick up your bed and walk and go home.'” The paralyzed man got up, picked up his bed, and walked off in full view of the crowd.

As I have mentioned before, oftentimes events like this were remembered by the followers of Jesus and written down, not only because they showed his power and compassion, but also because each event, in addition to the central fact of healing, carries with it a cluster of other messages. Here is the Word of God, not only spoken, but in action.

What, then, are some of things this story says to us? What are some of the truths it contains?

The first item that strikes our attention in this story is that four people were carrying the paralytic. Four friends brought this man to Jesus. This is the uniqueness of this event. Perhaps the man was so paralyzed that he could not come on his own power. And maybe he didn’t’ want to come. Perhaps he thought, “No one can help me. I’ve tried everything.” Or maybe he even thought, “I deserve this paralysis. I’m guilty, and this is my punishment.” Perhaps he had given up all hope of ever being helped in any way.

But note the strong faith of the four friends who brought him to the house where Jesus was. They believed that if they could get their friend into the presence of Jesus, he could be made well. They did not have the power to heal him on their own, but they did have the power and the faith to bring him to Jesus.

Usually when we read this story, we do not give very much emphasis to these four friends, yet they are part of the key to the meaning of this story. It was the faith of these four, the carriers, that opened the door to the healing powers of Christ. This is a prime example of how God often works through the faith of others to bring healing and comfort to someone.

We know that the faith of the four carriers was strong because of their persistence and ingenuity. They didn’t allow the large crowd to keep them away. When they found they couldn’t get near Jesus in the usual way, they didn’t put down the stretcher and say, “Well, tough luck, my friend. WE tried, but we just couldn’t get through.” No. They found another way. They went around the crowd and literally went over their heads, onto the roof. They had brought their friend to see Jesus, and they were sure that if they could get him into his presence, healing would occur, and they accomplished what they set out to do.

The four who carried their friend are symbolic of what happens in all of life. They stand for the bearers, the caring people, throughout all of history — those persons who have had a persistent faith and who worked on, many times anonymously, believing in others, encouraging others, praying for others, cheering them on.

Such people have been, and still are, important in the lives and backgrounds of all of us. They are often the ones who work behind the scenes, who do not get into the spotlight or have their names on the marquee; those who do not even get the credit most of the time; Those who are often forgotten.

Sometimes such persons are mentioned briefly in the preface of a book or are listed in the credits at the beginning or the end of a movie or television program. The faith of others is present in the background of each life represented here this morning: people who have carried us, who have believed in us, who have encouraged us, who have helped us along the way. Many of these people have been long forgotten by us, and there are some whose names we may never have known.

The word of encouragement at an early age, the pat on the back, the arm around the shoulder, the listening to a difficult problem, the touch of tenderness in a time of sorrow, the letter or note that came just at the right time, the knowing that someone cared and was thinking of us... all of us have lived and still live on the faith of others, and they contribute to the miracles which occur in our lives.

Without fail in the biographies of well-known women and men, we discover that it was the faith of someone — or of a number of people — that for a time carried that individual through a difficult period and helped make him or her what she became.

Some of you may have read the autobiography of Bill Sand, entitled, My Shadow Ran Fast. AS a youngster, he was violent and tough, a lawbreaker who defied all convention. In his book he recalls that one of the main turning points in his life occurred in an encounter with the warden of San Quentin prison. Sands was feeling sorry for himself and was sure that no one in the world cared for him.

One day, he said, he found Warden Duffy looking into his eyes with an expression that few men are privileged to see. The thief on the other cross, the one who repented, must have seen a face like that when he cried out in agony. “When the warden spoke, I knew at last that my long descent had ended. My life was not over. It was just beginning. He called me by my first name. And the only things he said was, ‘Bill — I care!'” It’s no accident that the words care and carry come from the same root.

Harry Emerson Fosdick in his autobiography tells how much the faith of others meant to him during his mental breakdown when he had no faith of his own. He was carried by others who cared. It was the faith of others that pulled him through.

Not only have we been carried by others and their faith, but we, too, are to be carriers. Many times, it will be our faith, our caring, that will carry others through difficult times, and we will find ourselves taking part in miracles. We may later be forgotten by those we carried, but no matter.

Part of the work of prayer is to pray for those who find it difficult to pray for themselves. None of us can completely understand the mystery of this kind or any kind of prayer, but the experience of countless women and men has been that the power of prayer, including prayer for others who have little or no faith, is nothing short of amazing and astounding, and miracles take place as a result.

God can and does work through our faith, through us, to help others. It’s as if we can be either a conductor of the power of God or a short circuit. Jesus himself experienced that. The Gospel of Mark reports that when he returned to his home territory, “He could do no mighty works there because of their unbelief.”

Another part of this story strikes our attention. The Gospel of Mark reports that “because of the crowd, they could not get near Jesus.” Our first impulse may be to think: what hard-hearted, insensitive people, keeping a sick man from Christ! It hardly seems possible! Surely one would think that the crowd would let the four people through who were carrying the stretcher.

Yet it is possible, and it happens all the time. How often crowds have gotten in the way of people who are in need. Crowds often get in the way when fires occur so that the fire fighters cannot get through. When there is an auto accident or some other kind of tragedy, how often the crowd which gathers just to look prevents or slows down aid to those who need help the most.

It’s possible that the crowd around Jesus did not even notice the man on the stretcher. It’s possible that today in a similar way people in need are kept from Jesus by the crowd, by good-intentioned people. Churches are often well attended, yet people in deep need feel prevented from meeting Christ. Sometimes the regular members of a congregation can become so intent on each other that they miss the new individual who is seeking only for a word of comfort or welcome. A person said to me recently, “Remember, every visitor to your church has a reason for coming. They did not drop in simply to kill time.”

Ask yourself this question this morning: if you were down and out and not a part of a church, and if you really needed help and walked down the streets of this city, would you go to the church door, or would you go somewhere else? I once saw a sign on a church parking lot which said, “Private. Church Business Only.” I remember asking a woman one time who had needed help very much why she didn’t turn to the church. “The church?” she said, “Why I never even thought of the church!”

But the story continues... “They opened the roof.” These four carriers were persistent and ingenious. They didn’t let the callousness and insensitiveness of the crowd stop them. Often, too, today we have to find new ways, create new opening, if we are to bring people into the presence of Jesus.

When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, “My son, your sins are forgiven.” Only six words, but their meaning is inexhaustible. Jesus was saying, “I care about you. These four friends who brought you here care about you. Whatever guilt or sins or fear is blocking your healing, it is forgiven.” Jesus knew that this man needed more than physical healing. He needed spiritual restoration.

This story from Mark’s gospel reminds us that each one of us can take part in miracles. God’s love and grace operate through people who love and care for others. Each one of us can participate in this kind of miracle. Sometimes it may require that we look for or create new openings so that people can meet Jesus and experience his healing power. Amen.
