August 22, 2010
We’ve been focusing on the power and presence of the Holy Spirit in our worship this summer. Today I want us to consider how the Spirit works through Christian community to bring healing to people’s lives. How the Spirit makes the church a healing place. Listen for the Word of God:

James 5:13-16

Luke 5:17-26

There are many things about this story we could look at: how quickly Jesus’ fame had spread, that he was besieged by those seeking healing; how curious it was that Jesus said, “your sins are forgiven,” and what that might have to do with healing; the controversy Jesus faced with the religious leaders who were present to witness all this; and the miracle itself, that a paralyzed man would walk. But there’s something else I want us to consider this morning, and that is the presence of the man’s friends. 

Those friends make this story memorable. In other stories from scripture, those in need come to Jesus directly, or a family member might ask for Jesus’ help. But here, the friends take over. They will not be stopped. It almost sounds like a fraternity prank, the way they sneak up to the top of the house, figure out a way to cut a hole in the roof, and lower their friend down right at Jesus’ feet. Not exactly something you could ignore, now is it? Nobody’s going to say, “Wait your turn, go back to the back of the line.” It took hutzpah for those friends to do what they did. It took determination. It took faith. 
It took love.

At their best, churches are places of that kind of healing love. They are places where, when we cannot get up on our own, someone else does it for us. They are places where we don’t always have to be OK, no matter how strong the urge to always seem like we have it together. They are places where it is OK to have needs, and OK to give and receive help. 
This church is unusually good at this kind of healing love. I can’t tell you how often I have witnessed the miracle of people carrying one another, not as a burden but because they feel called to help. I honestly can’t tell you, because although I know of many of these situations, they are kept confidential for the sake of everyone’s privacy. People step in, often quietly, because there is a need and because they can help. And they help, even sacrificially, so that someone else can have fullness of life. 
It’s the culture of this place – Deacons Parish Care members visit our members and family who can’t come to us; they visit every single week and take communion once a month. The quilters make specially-made quilts not only for our babies who are baptized but often for people who are sick, or recovering from surgery, or recently widowed – it is a sign of presence, a sign of love. We have a support group for those who are widowed because no one can understand better than someone who has experienced something similar. Our circle of prayer prayers regularly for members and friends who are experiencing illness or transitions or traumas, praying for healing to come. Our Stephen Ministers commit hours and hours to training and continuing education and supervision so that they can provide the best care possible to their care-receivers. 
It all takes time. It all takes determination. It all takes faith. 
And it takes love. 
Our group that traveled to Honduras to Montana de Luz met this week to exchange pictures and talk about our re-entry. Ruth DeYoe made us each a card with the group’s picture on it. It includes a quote that reads, “How rare and wonderful is that flash of a moment when we realize we have made a difference in the life of another.” 

It’s the Spirit that makes that possible. God uses us – our gifts, our skills, our energy, our time – for the sake of the life of another. 
I don’t know if you’re familiar with the Pelotonia bike ride. The Pelotonia is a fundraiser for cancer research; the funds go to the OSU cancer center at the James Hospital. Over 4,000 riders are out today and some even tomorrow to raise money, and several of our church members were part of it. Joy Carlson rode 100 in honor of Chris, who has been battling Wilm’s tumor for the last two years; I understand that at the last minute Chris decided to ride as well! Kevin Plaugher rode in memory of family members who died of cancer. Tiffany McCafferty was riding in memory of her friend and neighbor who died last year. After the opening ceremony Tiffany posted on her Facebook page, “Amazing night – feeling a part of something so big, and something that touches so many lives.” 

It’s so powerful to feel like our lives can contribute to the healing of someone else. It’s so powerful to watch healing happen in body or mind or soul and know that in some small way, you were part of that. 
And the day may come – perhaps it already has – when we will be the recipients of such grace. Who knows when it will come - an illness, a bereavement, job loss, a crisis – when we need this community of faith. Perhaps you will call one of us, Thom or me, and we will come. We will listen and we will pray. If there is counsel we can offer, we will share it. 
And if in some way small or large this church can be there for you, it will. You can always say, “No, thank you,” and it will be honored. But if you allow it, there will be hands to carry you, too. I hope you will let them. I hope you will let them be church, let the Spirit of God work through them. 
You know, whenever we baptize someone, whether infant or adult, we make these promises. This morning we baptized Ian Savage, and we promised to be there for him, to love, encourage and support him, to share the good news of the Gospel with him, and to help him know and follow Christ. It’s what it means to be brothers and sisters in Christ, to be there for each other in these ways, giving and receiving as each has need.
And sometimes it means leaning on each other’s faith. We have each other’s faith to lean on when our own seems inadequate for what we have to face. John Buchanan, pastor at Fourth Church in Chicago, put it this way: 
Part of why we worship corporately is that together we can affirm, and trust and believe and give our hearts in ways that any one of us on any given Sunday may not be able to… When we pray together, we are always praying on behalf of those among us who, for whatever reason, are not able to pray this morning. When we sing, we carry with us those who are down, unable to sing, perhaps unable to do much of anything. When we stand and say together “I believe in God the Father Almighty,” we are believing for those who today have no belief left, who are dry and tired and spiritually burned out.
 

My friend Dean Thompson tells of going to visit a former professor at Cal Tech. The man was dying of AIDS. During the visit, he asked Dean to rehearse his faith for him, which Dean did. The man said, “I’m too weak to believe that now.” And Dean said, lovingly, gently, “Then maybe you need to lean on my belief right now.”
 
We are meant to lean on each other’s faith sometimes, not do it all ourselves, as if we could, all the time. We are meant to need each other, and to carry each other, like those friends who carried a paralytic man to Jesus. For all those times we will find ourselves paralyzed, by fear, by grief, by illness, by need, may we find friends like these, who will not only help us but bring us to Jesus’ feet. 
Let the Spirit work in us. Let the Spirit make us Church. 
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