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I have to warn you at the outset that if you came to have me give you a clear answer about something you are going to go away unsatisfied.   That’s because I don’t have this figured out – and I don’t believe that anyone does – but maybe admitting that is a good thing – and maybe in our questioning we will find some life rafts to cling to.

This morning’s text tells the story of a miraculous healing.   It’s the second healing reported in that chapter!   Evidently in the life and ministry of Jesus miraculous healings happened all the time.  This morning’s story is about the healing of a leper.  


Let me remind you of the context.   In the time it was believed that disease and especially leprosy was a judgment sent from God.   And because they believed that God was just and fair they understood that people got sick because they deserved it.   And getting leprosy meant that you, or perhaps your parents, had done something really bad.   They believed that lepers had done something so bad that they were not welcome in society or in the presence of God.  Lepers were condemned to living life as outcasts.


So Jesus’ healing of a leper isn’t just the healing of a disease.  It is an announcement that this person is loved by God and should be welcomed back into the community.   This healing isn’t so much about physical healing – it’s about God’s love.  It’s about Jesus announcing that the people condemned to live on the fringes of society by the people of God are actually loved by God.   In other words this story is about a physical healing – but it’s more a huge neon sign declaring that God loves everyone.   This healing is also a visual aid illustrating what Jesus believed about God.

As I think about healing I am reminded of all the stories I’ve heard about faith healers.   Oral Roberts.  Kathryn Kuhlman, Kenneth Copeland, Benny Hinn.   They and lots more Christian leaders have made names for themselves by claiming to have the ability to heal people by their touch and prayers.  

And me too.  I’ve prayed with a lot of sick people and prayed for their healing.  I’ve prayed for a lot of people with cancer and people who had strokes and people with a bazillion other sickness – and I’ve asked God to heal them.


And while I still believe that it’s right to pray for healing – and while I can’t think of any better way to pray, I’ve decided that God isn’t in the business of miraculous healings.   I have decided that I am offended by the idea that God might miraculously heal one person while millions continue to suffer every day with no relief.  I’ve decided that I am offended by the idea that God might miraculously heal one person and not another because they were prayed for in the “right” way or touched by the “right” person.    I find the question of God choosing to heal one person and not another so troubling that I have come to the belief and perhaps the hope that miraculous, instantaneous healing just doesn’t happen.  


As I say that I have to admit that I have seen some amazing things happen. A few times in my life I have prayed for people and seen amazing recoveries, perhaps even miraculous healings.   And I have to admit that God is God and no attempt on my part to understand God or explain God is really going to be right.   Sure, God can and does things all the time that I don’t understand, that don’t fit my expectations.   I believe that if God really wanted to heal everyone in the world of their suffering that God could do that.   But I don’t believe that is God’s desire – either that or it is beyond God’s power.   


I have in my office a rock in which are carved the words, “healing hands.”   It was a gift from a woman who believed that I had the gift of healing.   I disagreed then and I disagree now.  It would seem to me that if I had the gift of healing I would know it.   It would seem to me that I had the gift of healing I could put our local hospitals out of business.  If I had the gift of healing I would imagine that there would always be sick people lined up to receive my touch – which I would gladly offer.


And I suppose that is a nice fantasy.  It’s a nice thing to wish.  But it may not be the most important thing to wish.   Let me explain.  Back in the 1970’s Karl Menninger, who founded the Menninger Clinic in Wichita, Kansas, offered that in his opinion 80% of the people in his waiting room were sick because something else was wrong in their lives.   


One of the most interesting diseases I am acquainted with is shingles.  Shingles, otherwise known as Herpes Zoster is a skin rash caused by the same virus that causes chicken pox.  Anyone who has had chicken pox is at risk for shingles.  And shingles is a terrible thing.  It has always seemed to me that shingles is as close to a Biblical curse as you can get.  If God wanted to really punish someone he would give them shingles.  Shingles is incredibly pain.  It won’t kill you but you may wish it would.   


No one is quite sure why people get shingles.   Most of the people in the world are carrying the virus, why does it break out as shingles in only some people?  The best guess is stress.   Evidently a time of stress in your life can cause shingles.


Which raises an interesting thing to consider.   It is one thing to pray for physical healing – but what if we were created to be whole beings in which our body, mind and spirit are inextricably linked together?   What if we need healing that is more than physical?  What if sickness raises spiritual questions?   What if hospitalizations are spiritual crisis?   What do you make of the fact that depression causes physical pain?   

That line of wondering leads to me to believe that physical health is absolutely important and physical healing of every illness would be a good thing.   But evidently our physical state is related to our emotional health is related to the way think is related to our connection with God.  Evidently physical health and physical sickness is just the tip of the iceberg.   


Which leads me back to where I was a few minutes ago with God.  Undoubtedly the greatest question that humans can ask is about suffering.  Why is there so much suffering in the world?   Why do children, innocent children, starve to death?   If God is loving then why is there so much suffering?   

There several answers running around to that question.  One answer is that God doesn’t exist which means that suffering and our own existence is just a random occurrence.   A second answer is that God isn’t loving and doesn’t care about our suffering.  A third answer is that God is just and in some convoluted way people deserve their suffering.  A fourth answer is that either because of limitation, or because of self-limitation God is simply unable to do anything about the suffering in our lives.   

I have to admit to you that none of those possibilities “float my boat.”   I do not have an answer to the question of suffering.  I do not know why children starve or why people get cancer or why some people get over cancer and some don’t.  I don’t know why some people get Alzheimer’s disease.  I don’t know why God allows wars to continue.   I just don’t know.   If I were God I would do things differently -- maybe.  But for now I have no answer.  


But I know this. God is. And I know that in the midst of suffering God is present.  I’ve been thinking about this morning’s scripture and it occurs to me that when Jesus healed the leper he healed the man in two different ways.   Jesus touched him and his leprosy was gone – and that was a very good thing.   But perhaps more importantly Jesus touched the leper and made it clear that God was not his enemy, God was not out to get him.  Jesus touched this leper and made it clear that God loved him, that he was a beloved child who was loved.   And I wonder which of those was most important.  Was it most important for the leper’s body to be healed, or for his relationship with God to be healed – and his relationship with the community to be healed?   Which part of that is the greater miracle?   I don’t know about you, but I can’t answer the question.   More than that, I am sure that without healing of body, spirit and relationships, the healing would not have been complete.

So now my challenge to you is to put all these pieces together and think about what God calls us to do the next time that someone is in the hospital, the next time someone has surgery, the next time someone suffers from a stroke, or someone has chronic pain.   What should we believe?  And more importantly, what should we do?


First, I believe it’s absolutely important to be clear about the fact that what happened didn’t happen because God wanted it to happen.  Sickness and pain aren’t ever God’s hope for us.  Sickness and pain aren’t ever God’s messengers.   They just are.


Second, we live in the most amazing time.   Modern medical care can do wonders.  Available now to people over the age of 60 there is a vaccine against shingles.  My expectation is that in the next ten years we will begin to see radical new treatments for diabetes, Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s.   My expectation is that in the next ten years we will see incredible new treatments for cancer.   


But even right now I believe that modern medicine can do miracles toward healing the body.  And for that I am thankful because I’m pretty sure that no matter how hard I pray, or how hard we pray, or whether we anoint with oil or whether we lay on hands, a miraculous healing probably isn’t going to happen.   If God wants to do a miracle, I’m not opposed, I would be thankful, but I don’t think that’s what happens most of the time – nor is it what is supposed to happen most of the time.


But as you’ll remember I’ve been in the hospital.  I’ve had good doctors.  I’ve had the services of fine surgeons and none of them seemed to care two cents about the state of my soul.  None of them seemed to care whether I was reminded of the love of God and the presence of God.   

That I believe is our job.  Let’s leave physical healing to the professionals.  Let’s stay out of their way.   But let’s us understand that illness is about more than bodies – illness can be a symptom of problems in relationships or with God.  Let’s remember that illness affects every relationship in our lives.   And lets us be the ones who speak the words of presence and love on behalf of God.   

I have struggled with that a lot over the 3+ decades of my ministry.   In the early days I believed that God was in the business of miraculously healing people.  But you only have to say your prayers and then watch as people continued to suffer and die – or recovered normally and you begin to figure out that miracles have always been few and far between.   

I still pray for healing.   I still pray that God touch this person’s body and help to recover and be well again.  I pray for that because it’s what I really want.   That is the deepest desire of my heart is for sick people to be well.  And for what it’s worth the vast majority of people for whom I pray do eventually recover.  

And then I pray that the sick person be aware of God’s love and God’s presence.   That’s the important part of the prayer for me.  That’s because I am aware that sickness and hospitalization and pain have spiritual implications that can often make us wonder where God is and what God is doing.  I know that sometimes sickness and surgery and hospitalization can force us to think about our own mortality in new ways.   

In those times I am thankful for all that medical science can do.   And then I believe it’s most important for us to know – as did the leper in this morning’ scripture – that we are loved and accepted by God – that God is somehow present with us.  And that is important to know.  


I have seen that knowledge change everything.  I know that it changes everything for me.   It’s a powerful thing for me to realize that in the midst of all the Jesus had going on in his life he chose to spend time expressing God’s love with someone who felt far away from love.   It’s a powerful thing for me to realize that in the midst of all that Jesus had going on in he chose to share love with someone whose body and whose spirit was broken.   That made all the difference to the leper – and I believe it makes all the difference to us.   
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