BACK FROM EXILE

Mark 2: 1A few days later, when Jesus again entered Capernaum, the people heard that he had come home. 2So many gathered that there was no room left, not even outside the door, and he preached the word to them. 3Some men came, bringing to him a paralytic, carried by four of them. 4Since they could not get him to Jesus because of the crowd, they made an opening in the roof above Jesus and, after digging through it, lowered the mat the paralyzed man was lying on. 5When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, "Son, your sins are forgiven." 6Now some teachers of the law were sitting there, thinking to themselves, 7"Why does this fellow talk like that? He's blaspheming! Who can forgive sins but God alone?"8Immediately Jesus knew in his spirit that this was what they were thinking in their hearts, and he said to them, "Why are you thinking these things? 9Which is easier: to say to the paralytic, 'Your sins are forgiven,' or to say, 'Get up, take your mat and walk'? 10But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins . . . ." He said to the paralytic, 11"I tell you, get up, take your mat and go home." 12He got up, took his mat and walked out in full view of them all. This amazed everyone and they praised God, saying, "We have never seen anything like this!"


I can understand why commuters on an elevated train line would prefer reading a novel or the morning paper to the dizzying array of graffiti spray-painted on bridge abutments, overpasses and the back sides of garages and warehouses. But in addition to the profanity and the gang symbols, some attentive commuters in a major American city may have noticed the following conversation spray-painted on a wall over the course of a week: on day one someone spray-painted, "I LIKE GRILS" (meaning girls, obviously); a few days later, someone spray-painted a correction underneath: "ITS 'GIRLS,' STUPID;" a few days later there appeared, in another color on the same surface, the plaintive question--'THEN WHAT ABOUT US GRILS?" As in, "Does nobody care about us GRILS?"


Today's message is for all the GRILS  among us. And within us. Anyone of us who was ever the last one picked, as a kid, for the soccer team, or for sandlot baseball, or for dodgeball during recess. Today's message is for anyone who has ever felt unwanted, excluded, not accepted or welcomed, or who felt stuck, for no fault of your own, on the outside looking in, on the back side of a ring of cold shoulders,  tried, judged and exiled with no chance even of defending yourself, because of your color or your income or your language or your weakness or an error, a failure, faults, or your newness, sentenced to permanent exile with no chance for appeal. Like the paralytic on his mat. Hopefully, for us, I will make clear the good news for all of us GRILS, exiles and aliens that is in today's Gospel story.


Today's message is also for any one of us who did the choosing for the dodge ball team, or for soccer, and who worked hard to make sure that that scrawny, gangly weakling with the thick glasses ended up on the other guys' team. Today's message is also for the self-designated enforcers of very exclusive standards who made sure that you-know-who didn't get into the inner circle, the protectors of a proper sense of who's "in" and what constitutes "us." Like the teachers of the law, seated in Jesus' crowded little home in Capernaum, who were watching over the teaching, preaching and healing, to give it their official seal of approval. Or not. I hope that for anyone in that category, or whenever we act that way, I make clear the bad news in today's gospel story. Because there's some of each type, the outsider and the insider, the enforcer and the excluded, in every gathering of people. And there's some of each in each and every one of us. That's why we so often act as the enforcers, the excluders and the exilers, because we know the pain of being excluded and exiled, and we think that by excluding and exiling others, we won't suffer the same fate ourselves. But it never works.


That's what made Leadbelly so scary, in my fourth grade class.  We called him "Leadbelly" because he was so heavy. We knew just how heavy he was because of all the times he beat us up and sat on us. But now that I look back on it, I realize he was such a bully precisely because we teased him and excluded him and called him names. How's that for a vicious cycle? He was Exhibit A of how we can be both both the excluder and the excluded. 


And for any of us who want to stay paralyzed in the familiar but stifling, suffocating role of either victim or aggressor, insider or outsider,  excluded or the excluder, or both, I hope I make clear the challenging word that is both good news and bad news in today's Gospel story.


Many of you may remember  Dr. Sigmund Schringck, the famous Austrian psychologist character that I created in various dramas that I wrote a few years back, who counseled various Bible characters. As I began preparing for today's message, I almost wrote up a case story of the paralytic, in which Dr. Schringch analyzed him and said, "My client vas zofferingck zuch a zefere case of paralysis--a zychozomatic catatonic schtate--because of his zefere guilt complex. But ven Jesus pronouncedt him forgiffen, he recoferedt  immediately from his total catatonic paralysis. Undt dere you hef demonschtrated, my friendts, der clinical power of forgifness."


Don't think that hasn't been preached about this man on a mat: that guilt caused his paralysis, and forgiveness healed it. Maybe so. But I suspect that this is a modern Western way of looking at the paralytic and at Jesus' words, "Your sins are forgiven."


After some study, I now think that some of his audience in that crowded little house, sitting there with Jesus, wondering who's going to pay for new tile at Home Depot, would have a totally different understanding of the connection between the man's sins and his paralysis. Not in terms of some sort of guilt-induced, psychological, hysterical, catatonic paralysis. 


Some indeed may have thought that his paralysis must have been caused by some sin, either his own or his parents' sin. Like the story in John's gospel where Jesus' disciples see a man born blind from birth and ask, “Who sinned, that this man was born blind? Himself or his parents?” But Jesus rejected that kind of thinking. More likely, they would have thought of the paralytic as a sinner because of his paralysis, and not as a paralytic because of his sin. Because a man stuck, lying on a cot all day, needing help with every step of his life from eating to washing himself to changing his own clothes, would not only risk being physically unclean, according to Old Testament law, he would wind up being ritually and religiously unclean, especially if he developed bed sores. Just read the book of Leviticus and you'll find at least a handful of ways that a paralytic might end up ritually and religiously unclean. Then, until he did the ritual washings or sacrifices for each kind of impurity, he would be absolutely disqualified from participating in the religious life of Israel, regardless of whether he could walk again. That's what would make him a sinner in need of forgiveness. Not for any sins or guilt that may have caused his paralysis. Rather, it was his helpless state of alienation and estrangement from the life of Israel and the worship of God that Jesus was releasing him from. Otherwise, he would remain one of Israel's GRILS forever, always asking, "What about me?"


For that, finally, is what sin is: a state of separation, estrangement and alienation from God, ourselves, each other, and creation, in which we cannot help but find ourselves, which we cannot help but catch, like the common cold. And our individual actions and moments of sin are signs and symptoms of that underlying state of alienation and estrangement called, “sin.” We are not to blame for being born into all this estrangement and alienation. We are not responsible for all the ways in which that estrangement can cripple and maim us. But we are responsible for whether or not we choose to remain hobbled or even paralyzed in it. That's more likely how Jesus' audience would have understood the man to be in need of forgiveness. The word used there actually means "release"—release from the sinful state of estrangement arising from his paralysis.


And if it seems harsh and unfair that, through Old Testament purity laws, a man would find himself in a state of “sin” through no fault of his own, as a result of being so sick, maimed or just human, it may be that we, in human history, need the dramatic picture of estrangement that the law provided through all the details of its ceremonies and sacrifices. As the Apostle Paul said, "The law showed me that I'm a sinner; it taught me about sin; it locked us all up under the verdict of sin." And yet that also reveals, by contrast, the reality of God's grace all the more clearly and truthfully. 


But consider also how there are embedded within the same Old Testament Law and the Prophets, hints and promises that a better, more thorough, more fair, compassionate and once-and-for-all complete solution to the problem of shame, separation, estrangement, and a sense of uncleanness and unworthiness, is indeed coming. Its called, "The Kingdom of God." In the words we heard earlier this morning from the prophet Jeremiah, chapter 31, God promised to gather and reunite the exiles of Israel estranged in exile from the life of their people and the worship of their God. “I will gather them from the ends of the earth. Among them will be the blind and the lame....they will come with weeping; they will pray as I bring them back.”  All the exiles and aliens will be returned, reunited and restored in "the kingdom of God," which was the center and focus of Jesus' ministry.


Now, there's more than one way to be an exile. There's geographic exile, of course. In the lifetime of Jesus, most Jews actually lived outside of Judea and Palestine, in Jewish communities in places like Egypt, Persia, Rome, Spain and even India. Most of them considered themselves in temporary exile. Near the end of every Passover service, all over the world, these dispersed Jews would say, “Next year in Jerusalem!” meaning, may the Messiah come this year to reunite us in Zion, our true home, so that there we might celebrate the next Passover together. And in every Sabbath service, if not every day in their own prayers, Jesus and his fellow Jews prayed, “Gather our scattered ones from the Four Corners of the earth.”  They still pray this today.


In addition to those who were scattered and exiled to the Four Corners of the earth, there were Galileans and Judeans and Jerusalemites in their own midst who were effectively internal exiles and aliens from the commonwealth of Israel for the same reasons that this paralytic man on his mat was an alien and an exile: their physical infirmities alienated them from the courts of the house of the Lord. Or their grinding, hand-to-mouth poverty, powerlessness and oppression pushed them toward immoral activities, such as prostitution or collecting taxes for the Roman occupation.  God's promise of restoration and reunion applied to these internal exiles and outsiders, too.


That's why, when Jesus says, “Son, your sins are forgiven,” jaws dropped, eyes opened wide, hearts began beating so loudly you could hear them—or was that just your own?--and people held their breaths in that crowded little room as dust sifted down from the broken ceiling and light from above illumined the paralytic on his suspended mat. “Who does he think he is?” they're wondering. “Only God can forgive sins.” And God would only give this authority to forgive sin to the Promised Son of Jesse, the Messiah, who would regather us in answer to all our prayers and the promises of the prophets. With this word of acceptance, forgiveness and release, this healer, in his little stone hovel in Capernaum with the broken roof, is claiming to the be the very Messiah who will gather and unite all the exiles into a renewed Israel, the promised kingdom of God, beginning with this unclean exile on his mat. And for any there doubting that the kingdom of God has indeed come, he demonstrates it by healing the paralytic.


Could it be, "This year in Jerusalem?"


Now, where are we in this story? Do we see ourselves, in this sanctuary this morning, as lying on that mat, hearing this word of forgiveness, welcome and acceptance? We can, and we should, because, at the very least, this promise of welcome into God's renewed Israel, the Kingdom of God, was also promised and directed to the nations, the Gentiles. That promise, to the Gentiles, under-girded the mission of Paul and Peter to the first Gentile Christians converts. As Paul told his Gentile friends in Ephesus, "Once you were aliens and strangers, exiled from the commonwealth of Israel. But now you have been brought near by the blood of Christ." 


But on a more personal level, I hope we each see ourselves in this paralytic who has just heard the stunning word of welcome and acceptance because, as one of the great Protestant theologians of the Twentieth Century, Karl Barth, said, "Christian Faith means the courage to accept that we are accepted by God." That's the good news today for all of us GRILS: the kingdom of God has drawn near, and we are accepted into it. Someone does care. Do we dare believe that?


And while we're talking about faith, look at the faith that so impressed Jesus: the faith of those four men who brought the paralytic to Jesus for healing, who wouldn't let a minor little thing like a roof get in their way. Once I understood why this paralytic man was considered a "sinner" in need of acceptance or release, I was all the more impressed by the faith of his four friends. Because if the paralytic man was ritually and religiously unclean, (Uhhh.....) what about the guys who attended to his needs and who carried his mat? Weren't they ritually and religiously unclean too, just by touching him, and his mat? And yet they looked past the external, ceremonial and ritual aspects of the law to the very heart of Israel's law, which was mercy before sacrifice, and to love your neighbor as yourself. That's the nature of  the faith that so impresses Jesus--that they would remember and act upon the most important aspect of the law--and not just their confidence that Jesus could heal. 


And you have to wonder what those teachers of the law thought about the men who were carrying the unclean paralytic, and why they weren't helping carry the man. Why didn't they move over and make space for the paralytic and his helpers to come inside, through the door? Or why they weren't thrilled with everything that was done for the paralytic? Were they so obsessed with all the details of cleanliness and purity that they forgot that we are to love our neighbors as ourselves, and not to withhold from our brothers and sisters the help they need most?


I hope this understanding of this through-the-rooftop miracle touches that stinging, smarting part of ourselves, where all the wounds of  exclusion and rejection and alienation still fester, whether we did anything to ask for them or not. For the wounds of that sinful condition of estrangement are the source of so many of the wounds that people inflict upon each other, by way of more exclusion, rejection, and worse. For that part of us which wants to exclude and exile others, to write them up as beyond the pale and to keep them out there, Jesus  issues this penetrating challenge, that he issued to the teachers of the law: "Why are you thinking such things?"


In effect, there are two kinds of healing going on in this passage: a healing for the man on the mat, and a healing offered to the purists and the self-appointed bouncers who stand at the door of Israel and say, "No entry--you're not one of us," when God has said, "I'm reuniting and returning all of Israel's exiles in my kingdom." That's a hard and painful work that those self-appointed enforcers have taken on, bearing the burden of always saying, No, No and No again to life's walking wounded. And to those who cannot walk. Those self-appointed bouncers at the gate of God's house are just as crippled emotionally and spiritually as the paralytic was physically. If faith is the courage to accept that we are accepted, then faith also requires the courage to accept that others can be accepted, too, that no one is beyond the reach of God's reconciling work, that because of who God is, anyone is capable of accepting that they are accepted, even when that other is an enemy, or someone "unclean." Those self-appointed inspectors will have hard work of  exercising the unused muscles of love and compassion.


Healing is going to be hard for the paralytic, too. Jesus issues him a challenge as well: "Rise, take your mat, and go home---walk!" To the courage to accept being accepted, the paralytic must add one more scary thing: the courage to walk in his acceptance and cleansing. Walk in the strange new way of truth, justice, mercy and peace, when the paralysis of alienation is so familiar. Start walking as my disciple, as a citizen of the kingdom of God, Jesus is saying. Start walking with God as though you were back in the Garden of Eden in the cool of the day, even though those muscles have long shrunk for lack of use while lying about in exile. 


Christian faith requires of us the three same kinds of courage: 1) the courage to accept that we are accepted by God; 2) the courage to accept  that, if we accepted that acceptance, then anyone else can too, friend or foe; and 3) the courage to rise and walk in that acceptance by God, because God is inviting and reuniting his exiled and alienated people, down to the very last GRIL.
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