UNDER NEW MANAGEMENT

Mark 1: 21-45

21(AK) And they went into Capernaum, and immediately(AL) on the Sabbath(AM) he entered the synagogue and was teaching. 22And(AN) they were astonished at his teaching, for he taught them as one who had authority, and not as the scribes. 23And immediately there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit. And he cried out, 24(AO) "What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us?(AP) I know who you are—(AQ) the Holy One of God." 25But Jesus(AR) rebuked him, saying, "Be silent, and come out of him!" 26And the unclean spirit,(AS) convulsing him and(AT) crying out with a loud voice, came out of him. 27And they were all(AU) amazed, so that they questioned among themselves, saying, "What is this?(AV) A new teaching with authority! He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him." 28And at once his fame spread everywhere throughout all the surrounding region of Galilee. 

Jesus Heals Many

 29(AW) And immediately he[e](AX) left the synagogue and entered the house of Simon and Andrew, with James and John. 30Now(AY) Simon’s mother-in-law lay ill with a fever, and immediately they told him about her. 31And he came and(AZ) took her by the hand and lifted her up, and the fever left her, and she began to serve them. 

 32That evening at sundown they brought to him all who were sick or(BA) oppressed by demons. 33And the whole city was gathered together at the door. 34(BB) And he healed many who were sick with various diseases, and cast out many demons. And(BC) he would not permit the demons to speak, because they knew him. 

Jesus Preaches in Galilee

 35(BD) And rising very early in the morning, while it was still dark, he departed and went out to a desolate place, and(BE) there he prayed. 36And Simon and those who were with him searched for him, 37and they found him and said to him,(BF) "Everyone is looking for you." 38And he said to them, "Let us go on to the next towns, that I may preach there also, for(BG) that is why I came out." 39(BH) And(BI) he went throughout all Galilee, preaching in their synagogues and casting out demons. 

Jesus Cleanses a Leper

 40(BJ) And a leper[f] came to him, imploring him, and(BK) kneeling said to him,(BL) "If you will, you can make me clean." 41Moved with pity, he stretched out his hand and touched him and said to him, "I will; be clean." 42And immediately the leprosy left him, and he was made clean. 43And(BM) Jesus[g] sternly charged him and sent him away at once, 44and said to him, (BN) "See that you say nothing to anyone, but go,(BO) show yourself to the priest and(BP) offer for your cleansing what Moses commanded,(BQ) for a proof to them." 45(BR) But he went out and began to talk freely about it, and to spread the news, so that Jesus could no longer openly enter(BS) a town, but was out in(BT) desolate places, and people were coming to him from every quarter.


I was rather surprised when I ordered my favorite meal at the restaurant a few months back, and found it had changed. And not for the better. This was at the only restaurant I knew that served beef enchiladas with an authentic Mexican molé sauce. To die for! And the molé sauce was as good as I remembered. But inside the enchiladas I found ground beef, and a rather bland, institutional type of ground beef, like what you get out of a 45 ounce can, rather than the spicy shredded beef that they used to fill it with.  Why the change? Then I remembered, the restaurant was under new management. And one change the new management was making was from gourmet shredded beef to cheaper ground beef, probably to cut costs. It didn't surprise me too much when that restaurant went out of business recently. That's what you get for skimping on real shredded beef.


In the stories of  healing and exorcism that we heard from Mark chapter 1, things are happening that tell us the whole world is coming under new management. Unlike my former favorite Mexican restaurant, this time, for the better. But to appreciate the change, we have to know what old management is being replaced, and what that means.


Simply put, the healing and deliverance ministry of Jesus means that sickness, in all its forms, physical, spiritual, personal and social, is to be removed and replaced by the originally intended health and wholeness of the world, in all its forms, for which we were created by God. But we know that the struggle between the old management and the new is not over. Especially not in the areas of health, healing and the wholeness of people and relationships. 


This morning I am addressing people with histories of health and illness. All of us. Persons with robust health. Some with difficult and disturbing diagnoses and conditions, some of which will go away and leave us healthy again, some of which will be with us for the rest of our lives. All of us are dealing with the difficult changes that time brings.


And not only physical conditions. As we learn more about the body and the brain, we are also coming to terms more and more with issues of mental health; how we all struggle with mood and perception, and how all of our families and communities are affected by such struggles. While our actions and choices can and do affect our attitudes and perceptions,  mental illness is not always caused by someone doing something wrong, or of having something wrong done to us. If our limbs and joints and organs can have problems we never asked for, so can our brains and nervous systems. 


Many of us here work, or have worked, in the field of health. Such as doctors, nurses, orderlies, aides, medical administrators and educators, lawyers, aid and development workers and administrators, counselors, a nurse-midwife, medical technicians and engineers, and volunteers who did alternative public service in hospitals and in mental health facilities, when that whole field of mental health was just being pioneered. Some Mennonites who did alternative civilian public service during World Wars II, the Korean War and the Vietnam War, went to serve in mental health hospitals only to find themselves in another war zone, where the violence of neglect, brutality, mistreatment and isolation were making mental illnesses worse, not better. Many of these volunteers went on to pioneer new and more humane ways of treating mental illness. Whenever people ask then, "How does your Mennonite nonviolence really ever change anything, when you've thrown away the only tools of power that people respect?" I point to that history as an example. So I don't have a lot of new things to say to many people here about health. But hopefully I can pull some things together. And give us a bigger kingdom perspective on health, wholeness and healing.


But first, allow me to expand our notions of health. In this culture we usually think of health and sickness as very personal and individual things. When we go to the doctor or the emergency room, we don't usually say, “Our heads are hurting.” My head is hurting. Or my elbow, or my knee. We have a highly personalized understanding of health, except when it comes to infectious diseases like the flu, or when it comes to matters of public health, like clean drinking water.


But our ancestors in New Testament times had more social, communal and spiritual notions about health and sickness. And many people around the world still do. They tend to see matters of personal physical sickness and health as the tip of a much bigger iceberg, underneath which are all sorts of social and spiritual things going on, within us and among us. Things that show up as illness, disease or health. And in their defense, modern medicine is also coming back around to see our individual ailments as parts of a bigger picture. Its not enough anymore to say, “Joe has a clogged heart valve,” and just treat his heart with drugs or surgery. They do. But perceptive doctors and nurses also ask, What kind of stress is Joe under in his work and his family? What kind of diet did Joe grow up with as part of his community and ethnic group? What kinds of pollution is Joe subject to in his neighborhood? Can he do more walking, or does he live somewhere that he has to drive even just to get the morning newspaper? All these bigger things have to be treated too, and not just Joe's heart valve. 


Keep that in mind with the three kinds of healings Jesus accomplished in today's gospel readings: 1) a deliverance from demonic oppression in the synagogue; and 2) healings of various physical diseases, especially leprosy. Restoring that leper to physical health also meant restoring him to social and spiritual health. Once healed, he could again worship in the synagogue or the temple. He could  again participate in the life of his family and his community. That's the third kind of healing: the healing of body and spirit resulting in the healing of relationships, restoring people to full participation in worship, service and community.


Yes, these were all healings of individual, unique persons. But they weren't just personal things. Because each of those ailments are also signs and symptoms of some kind of wider oppression that afflicts everyone. Oppression by  hostile, exploitive kingdoms. The old management that Jesus came to replace with new management. The demonic oppression that Jesus healed was a sign and symptom of the fact that Satan, the prince of demons, had extended his kingdom in and over this planet. 


And don't laugh. Over the years I have encountered people far gone into the New Age movement and occult practices, like channeling spirits or communing with the dead, and who revel in their strange mystical experiences, some of which just came over them, uninvited. I fear for them. And once people find out what the true costs of such occult meddling are, I wonder if we might not soon be dusting off the ancient ministries of deliverance and exorcism that Western Christians haven't quite known what to do with over the last century or two. 


And many of the physical diseases which Jesus healed can be understood as signs and symptoms of another oppressive kingdom: at the time, Caesar's oppressive Roman kingdom. Because many—not all, but many—of the diseases which Jesus healed were diseases of poverty.  And much of the poverty of the time came as a result of Roman imperial domination and exploitation.


Take leprosy, for example. Today we use the world “leprosy” to apply to Hansen's Disease, which so attacks the nerves, from our extremities on down, that people can't tell that they're injuring themselves. So their skin and their extremities never get a chance to heal. One victim began to suspect that he had Hansen's disease when he found that his hand was touching a hot stove top without his being aware of it. Fortunately, Hansen's disease is not quite as contagious as, say, the flu. 


But the leprosy mentioned in the Old Testament laws and healed by Jesus could be any number of skin ailments that disfigured people,  which were highly contagious, and which flourished and were caught in conditions of crowding, darkness, dampness, poverty and poor sanitation. Precisely the  kinds of places left for landless day laborers and their families, who had lost their lands and homes and livelihoods to Roman taxes and to the theft of their family's lands by large Roman plantations. There they worked their old family lands, but under new management, unfortunately. Their poor nutrition, from living hand to mouth, day by day, didn't help either. 


That may be the reason why Jesus so often tells people, like the leper in today's Bible passage, not to go tell everyone about their healing. Because there were powerful forces afoot with vested interests in keeping people poor, helpless and hopeless.  Like King Herod, who had just thrown John the Baptist into prison.  They would not look kindly upon someone  giving their subjects, under their thumb, any reason for hope or a sense of dignity. And it was too early in Jesus' ministry to court their wrath openly. 


This connection between exploitive kingdoms and disease did not end in the First Century. Many of the diseases bedeviling much of the world today are still diseases of poverty. And much of this poverty is related to international debt and newer forms of empire. In doing research for this message I came across websites that raised all sorts of alarms over the health problems that illegal immigrants are bringing over the Mexican border, such as tuberculosis and, yes, even a few cases of leprosy. What the website neglected to say, however, was that these are not diseases unique to immigration nor to immigrants--there are no "immigrant" diseases. They are diseases of poverty, the very poverty that is pushing people across  borders in North America and Europe, at great risk to their lives. 


So, when Jesus extended his hand to heal lepers, the lame and the blind, this was surely a sign of his indisputable, invincible power to heal. But not just. Surely it was a sign of his boundless compassion and mercy. Especially since an observant Jew was not supposed to touch a leper, lest he make himself ritually unclean. But it was more than a display of compassion.  We could also say that Jesus' healing power and presence drew the weak, the sick, the needy, the neglected and disposable people out of the shadows of neglect and forgetfulness where they had been relegated, so that those who are relatively whole and healthy would be reminded of their presence. And of the fact that all of us are weak, needy and vulnerable in some way or another. There's a healing for all of us in that, too. Because it attacks what the Bible presents as the most dangerous and destructive disease of all: hardness of heart. But that doesn't explain it all, either.


 Jesus' healing ministry was also a sign that God cares about the whole person, in body and in relationship, and not just for the individual, invisible, eternal soul. And so must we. This care for the whole person is what has opened the doors for the gospel in places where souls and spirits are otherwise resistant. In the 1970's, many Somalis saw a demonstration of this holistic gospel love in Mary Bradshaw, a Mennonite mission worker at a clinic in Mogadishu, for children under five years of age, and their mothers. There she found a baby girl who had been abandoned, because she had cerebral palsy. Mary and her husband eventually adopted the girl. Her name was Medina. Though Medina has never been healed of her condition, there was a healing of sorts in the very love and example that the Bradshaws displayed. So Jesus' acts of healing show us just how much God so loved the world, the material, physical world, and not just disembodied human souls. But again, that's not all they showed.


Again, the healing ministry of Jesus is also a sign that the world is now destined for new management, just as the psalmists had prayed, when they cried, in Psam 6: "Be merciful to me, LORD, for I am faint; O LORD, heal me, for my bones are in agony." The healing and deliverance ministry of Jesus are signs that God's new world order is coming to pass, as promised by prophets such as Isaiah, when he said, "Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened,and the ears of the deaf unstopped;  then shall the lame leap like a deer, and the tongue of the mute sing for joy."


But until these prayers and promises are answered in full, with Christ's return, we live in the now and not yet of God's kingdom. Jesus announced that "the reign of God has drawn near." And yet it is still coming. The healing ministry of Jesus has been entrusted to the church. But we ourselves are still frail, vulnerable and mortal. So we live in both promise and perplexity, especially in matters of health and healing.


The healing ministry of Jesus continues with the church, beginning with prayer. But not stopping there. As a young Christian I went through a time when I believed that the faith of those Jesus healed was the most important lesson we were to learn from his healing ministry. That set me up to believe that if you have faith like that of this leper or of Peter's mother-in-law, then you too should automatically and always be healed of any and every disease. And if you aren't, or if you need any help other than prayer, it must because of some sin in your life, or some lack in your faith, supposedly. Some of my first Christian friends wouldn't go see a doctor or even a dentist. Or at least they wouldn't admit to it. Some people even left their glasses in the car before coming into a worship service, because that looked like reliance on human medical care. 


But it didn't take long before such teachings ran into a brick wall of reality. If health was something we earned by having it all together, then why is anybody healthy? And I got tired of feeling guilty every time I took aspirin for a headache. Over time I came to understand that there's more to Jesus' healing ministry than the faith of those who are healed--its important, but that alone leaves  other lessons ignored. Again, a more important lesson from these healing and deliverance stories is that they demonstrate, once again, that this fallen world of bondage to death, dying, disease and decay, is coming under new management in the kingdom of God. And that God cares for the whole person, body, soul, spirit and relationships. And this is all based on the compassion and the love of the one who does the healing. 


Furthermore, though I have seen what must have been some miracles of healing over the years, I just don't believe that I can tell the Holy Spirit what he will or won't do, or how he must do it. And I try to remember to thank God for every healing that happens, with or without the agency of doctors, nurses, medicines, clinics, pacemakers, and hospitals. And I hope I remember to thank the doctors and nurses, too. They have extremely difficult jobs. Or should I say, "ministries?" That's why, whenever I pray over matters of health, I pray for the doctors and nurses and the family too, not just the patient. 


Over time, I have come to see Christian faith expressed in many ways relating to health and medicine, and not just in prayers for physical healing. A Christian pediatrician I knew of  always carried in the pocket of his lab coat, along with his stethoscope and tongue depressors, a little soprano recorder, so that whenever he treated children who were freaking out  for fear of doctors, he would take it out and play silly songs to entertain and distract and reassure them, to the point that kids were having so much fun with him they didn't realize they were getting their temperatures or their blood pressure taken. His so-called "inefficiency" probably drove the hospital management and the insurance companies crazy. But he had a bigger idea of what health and healing meant than what dollars and cents  could measure. His faith is expressed in the loving care and attention he lavishes upon the whole person, according to her need.


And what about those whose faith compels them to address directly the causes of so much illness, death and disease, namely poverty, ignorance and injustice? Isn't that a valid part of Jesus' continuing healing ministry? Among the health-related ministries of Mennonite Central Committee, which I found just by browsing their website, I find such health ministries as gardening projects on the Lakota Sioux reservation in South Dakota, because modern diets of highly processed foods are killing people there through diabetes and heart disease. Then there are workers involved in health education, teaching and training birth attendants, digging latrines and wells for clean water in countries like Laos or Sudan. In our work with Ten Thousand Villages and the local Relief Sale, we are demonstrating and supporting Christ's new management of the world by supporting workers and financing projects that will address the biggest causes of the most diseases and ill health: hunger and poverty. That too demonstrates faith, by demonstrating the new management that is God's kingdom. 


So, in cases of sickness and suffering, I still pray to the healer who, with compassion, reached out and touched the lepers, who drove out the demons with a word, and who restored people like Peter's mother-in-law to service and sharing. And I don't see taking medication or visiting a doctor or nursing the sick as contrary to those prayers and faith. I thank God for all the progress and knowledge that we humans have been granted to address the causes and the symptoms of illness and disease.


But a lot of work remains. Neither Satan nor Caesar have surrendered their kingdoms, laid down their arms and fled the field of battle. And for every step we make forward in modern medicine, it seems we take another step backward in terms of basic justice. During last weekend's family gathering, my sister, a home health nurse, was in tears as she spoke about recently having to tell a client that her service would no longer care for him simply because the agency she works for no longer accepts the long term care insurance he had long bought and paid for. It seems that his insurance company has recently developed a reputation for denying and delaying payments in an crazy maze of paperwork shuffling and administrative Mickey Mouse. He had paid and played by all the rules and now he was getting dumped, no fault of his own. Conservative estimates say that about 18,000 Americans die quite avoidable deaths every year because they are either uninsured or under-insured. 


But that's assuming you have access to health care to begin with. As of this morning, billions of people on this planet have no idea where clean water and their next meal is going to come from. That insecurity is the main cause of disease and death today. Its made all the worse by the fact that bombs and bullets are easier to find in some countries than are bandages or bread. In a world desperately in need of new management, let's remember that health, healing, distress and disease are big picture things that tie us all in together. And let's remember that our own moments of sickness and health are only the tips of bigger icebergs underneath where we all relate and connect in spiritual levels. Therefore, there is no way to be healthy and whole without caring about whether our neighbor also has a chance to be healthy and whole. Healing of bodies is all tied in with healing of spirits, and with the healing of relationships between persons, and between nations, and between rich and poor. And between people and God. Because the greatest health and wholeness, in spirit, soul and body, comes as we come under new management, the kingdom of God. 
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