2018 Week of Prayer

Restoring the Twelve

Mark 5:21-43
Our gospel lesson of the day addresses two stories of healing. They follow Jesus’ encounter with a strong man possessed by a demon named legion—Markian shorthand for Roman occupation. The power of Jesus overcomes the tragedies inflicted by Roman legions, the tragedy of a continuous flow of blood, the tragedy of death itself.  In today’s reading we find two “daughters” (v.21 & v.34) linked not only by their gender, but by the number 12.  The number 12 appears 187 times in our bibles.  We find 12 tribes, 12 disciples, 12 kinds of fruit on the Tree of Life in the Revelation of John, and so forth.  12 is considered a number of completeness; a number of wholeness.  The individual healing of these two women points to a rest- oration among the 12--  the twelve tribes perhaps, or equally as likely the church.  "The twelve" is a term Mark uses for the disciples with relative frequency.  In the healing of these women something bigger is actually being returned to wholeness.

What these women do not share is a social circle.  The daughter of a synagogue leader surely ran in more upscale company than a chronically ill woman drained of financial resources.  Maybe reinforcing this point the text has a name for Jarius’ daughter, Talitha, while the other woman is nameless.  Jesus, though, is unwilling to accept this division and with great intention refers to the nameless woman as “daughter”.  At the end of this very brief biblical exposition of the text we are left with marvelous options.
Humble assertiveness is a part of this narrative.  We do not often link the adjectives “humble” and “assertive”, but that is what we have in these stories.  Jairus humbly fell at the feet of Jesus while persistently making his request known.  The woman with a flow of blood pensively reached for the hem of Jesus’ robe knowing she was out to steal wholeness.  Talitha yielded to death placing the Great Physician in the awkward position of needing to raise the dead.
The wealthy and the destitute, and all of us in between, crave an audience with Jesus and his healing touch (and touch is a part of both healing stories).  We know, or at least we say we know, Jesus cares about the continuous flow blood which plagues our world.  We know Jesus cares about those physically and metaphorically who are dying.  Today’s scripture invites consideration how we humbly and persistently reach out to the One who can restore lives, our families, our community, our ecumenical communion.  The remainder of this sermon time is given to stories and application of this topic.
-------------
A journey of a thousand miles begins with the first step.  This is an often repeated aphorism.  What is less commonly stated is that momentous journeys more often than not begin with uncertainty, anxiety, fear, hesitation.  My father, who was a devotee of Shakespeare and other great English writers and poets, often pointedly reminded me that “our doubts are traitors which keep us from the good we oft might win by fearing to attempt”.  Fear and uncertainty are like a paralysis.   

I am here with you this morning to share a journey, not of great geographic distance, but rather of great movement.  This is an interior journey that I and others took together in faith and hope, and yes, fear and suspicion, but all who took it were rewarded with healing of self and healing in our relationship with each other and our common God.  

I was once a social worker with the provincial Ministry of Social Services.  In the latter part of my career, I found myself working in a small rural area of Saskatchewan.  A rural area predominately inhabited by and defined by Mennonites.  I soon learned that this rural area and even beyond was inhabited by and defined by anger, resentment, and suspicion.  I suspect that it is of no surprise that in a small close knit geographical area, most people know most people and seemingly have a better good idea of what is going on with their neighbors, friends, associates, and such. 

A well-known and respected family in the area came to be thought by the Department to be abusing the children in their care.  The Department, without notice or any discussion, unexpectedly appeared, apprehended and removed all the children from the community.  It is not surprising that this action precipitated a crisis, not only for the family in question, but their relatives across the province, and their immediate neighbors and friends in the local area.  The apprehension and removal of the five endured for some weeks.  When nothing untoward could be substantiated, the children were returned as abruptly as they were removed.  The government representatives left the area as abruptly as they entered it.  There was no discussion.  There was no explanation.  There was no meaningful dialogue.  All that was left was hurt, embarrassment, anger, confusion, and very public resentment.  

It is at this stage that I come on the scene.  I had no part in this history.  But, I was advised of the events and warned of the open hostility toward government representatives.  I was asked to go into this community because I had a religious sensitivity and I don’t wilt in the face of hostility, nor am I normally reactive to it either.

Well, every time I drove around the rural area, I picked up local cars and trucks following me.  Every time I met with an individual or a family, we had an audience of five or more people from the community.  I confirmed each occasion with those with whom I was meeting whether they wanted the others with us and they did.  Thus, it was a most unusual and testy situation.  But, one I was prepared to accept, because the persons I was dealing with wanted it that way.  

Those of you here this morning who know me personally can attest to the fact that I can at times be unusually dense.  My wife reminds me of this flaw in my personality more often than I wish (I lament that this is but only one of many she has encountered).  Thus, it took me sometime to realize that this strange pattern of behaviour was not driven by simple choice but by hurt, anger, fear, and resentment – all driven by unresolved pain.  

My immediate response upon this slow realization was to excuse myself from any and all responsibility.  I did not create this issue.  I wasn’t even around.  But, again it slowly dawned on me that I would be responsible for this situation if I did nothing to confront it.  But, what to do.  This is where fear and uncertainty can become paralysis.  

I eventually approached all the Mennonite pastors in the rural area individually.  I shared with each that I felt the local area was suffering and was in need of God’s healing love.  I shared with them that I wanted to organize a community wide reconciliation service in one of the Mennonite churches of the area.  I said that I would create a service of reconciliation and share it with each of them for vetting.  If acceptable, they could decide where and when.  They were to a man in disbelief.  They just could not get their minds around a government official wanting to organize a religious service in their community.  

I prepared something.  They all reviewed and all approved it.  They decided which of the churches in the rural area would be the venue and settled upon a date.  When the day came, we had a majority of the rural community and many visitors, with some connection to persons in the immediate area, from across the province in attendance.  The persons most directly affected by the past events had been well prepared for this event.  There would be no surprises for any of those most injured.  

I started by thanking the respective pastors and the local church community that provided the venue.  I thanked all in attendance for their presence and their willingness to listen.  I then talked about sin as something real and insidious and damaging and harmful on an individual level and a community level.  I stood in the center of the church and knelt down before them and acknowledged that, although I did not believe there was malicious intent, I and the Ministry had inflicted great pain upon them.  I asked for their forgiveness for this harm inflicted upon them by our actions.  I asked for their forgiveness for leaving them in suffering and not taking any active steps to relieve their pain.  I acknowledged that knowingly leaving someone to suffer is a sin not only before that gathered community, but also the body of Christ in this our world, and before our common God.  I asked them for their forgiveness and their prayers of support that we together might grow closer in confidence and safety and mutual healing.  

But, I also took this opportunity to publicly chastise them for their sin of anger and resentment.  Yes, they had been hurt and yes their pain and suffering was real, but they as servants of the Lord, they are called upon and are required to extend forgiveness and God’s grace to all.  If they hold onto their hurt and resentment as some private entitlement, then their sin is real and as such is an offence to our God.  

I don’t think there was a dry eye in the house of God that day.  We all praised God and gave thanks for divine healing poured upon us all.    

I share this event with you today, but ask that you recognize that I am but a one minor actor on the stage that our God invites us to tread each and every day.  Our God is present and active and yearning for our healing and celebratory communion with each other.  Praise be to our active and loving and healing God.   AMEN  
Richard Small, Eucharistic Minister and Lay Preach from the Diocese of Saskatoon

-------------------
Jesus Christ continues the ministry of healing the wounds in our community.  Broken “twelves” continue to be restored.  While xenophobia continues to plague much of North America, and even parts of Saskatoon, I have been privileged to sit at a table with Christian clergy, Muslim leaders, and civic leaders.  Brother Richard (point to Richard Small), that Richard, has been a part of those conversations.  We have been building relationships which will, in due course, permit us to honestly talk about our differences.  What we are clear on, though, is that we will not allow our differences to fray the fabric of community.  There is a great line in an Elizabeth Alexander poem which reads, “are we not of interest to each other?”
  Taking an interest in another, really listening to another, is not easy.  I spent part of my Christmas break with brothers regaling me on the details of the Elk hunt (for clarification, I do not enjoy discharging a firearm) and the necessary paring of bloated church structures (for clarification, I am paid by the bloated structure known as the church), and let me repeat that taking an interest in another—really listening—isn’t easy.   As author and interviewer Krista Tippett says, “There is value in learning to speak together honestly and relate to each other with dignity, without rushing to common ground that would leave all the hard questions hanging”.
  With those who differ significantly from me I am still teasing out the nuances of what it means to listen and speak honestly with another.  And then we all know the cases in which family, neighbour, or friend is telling us what to do or what to think; I continue to question what restoration means in these situations.  Maybe crawling through the crowd to Jesus, reaching out for a touch of the hem of his robe—maybe that is the best I can do in certain situations.  I must trust that such appeal is enough.  In certain situations I have come to learn that it is Jesus who works the healing, not me or you or any of us.  Some wounds go far beyond what we mortals can do.
        Quaker theologian and spiritualist Parker Palmer, in his book Healing the Heart of Democracy, suggests that the way forward in societies suffering from ideological polarization is food.  Yes, we don’t need forums where people express their opinions; we don’t need more letters to the editor; we don’t need more debates--  we need potlucks, he suggests.  Now I haven’t actually opened the book, but Patty has, and she tells me what she is reading; and being a generally good husband I remember what she says.  Having read other books of his I can imagine what Parker says.  “At the table talk about those things common to us before launching into the business of tax reform, electoral reform, or immigration policy.  Talk about the weather, the Roughriders (my Sask translation), the water main break which has resulted in a battered street (my Coy Avenue translation).  Host block parties.  Go to church potlucks.  Find ways of connecting with others over food”.  If I heard correctly, his advice is rather sacramental.  Maybe Christ does work through the meals we host and the meals we accept and the meals we join together in.   Healing comes to the body of Christ when we can worship together--  the week of prayer for Christian Unity, allowing space for Richard Small to share, gathering together for Lenten service.

      Healing happens as we graft together the concerns of our lives with our trust of Jesus Christ.  May this hour of worship strengthen us with trust in the healing which Jesus offers.  May this hour of worship encourage us to the work of reconciliation to which we are invited.  May this hour of worship ground us in the Peace of Christ.  Amen.

Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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