The Ministry of Jesus- His Miracles- Healing
Pentecost 9

Matthew 15:21-28

August 14th, 2011

Dear friends in Christ,


Throughout this summer, we’ve been looking at the ministry of Jesus among the people.  We’ve seen Jesus at work, if you will.  We first saw Jesus as a teacher who often taught important lessons about God and the kingdom using parables.  The parable of the sower, the mustard seed, and the treasure hidden in the field were examples of this.  More recently we’ve seen Jesus use miracles in his ministry.  We’ve seen miracles of nature, where Jesus alters the natural world to show his power and teach about the kingdom.   Last week’s lesson where Jesus walked on water and calmed the sea was an example of such a miracle.  And today we have just read another kind of miracle, a miracle of healing.  


The healing miracles, I think, are especially challenging to understand.  Who among us does not long for healing in our lives or in the life of someone we love?  Can we expect Jesus to bring healing to us in the same way he did for others in his day?  Just how are we to understand healing today?    Because so many of us long for some kind of healing in our lives, I thought I’d use this lesson as an opportunity to help us better understand the healing power of God.


In this lesson, a woman comes to Jesus with a genuine need.  The first step towards healing is to bring to Jesus whatever it is that is troubling us.  The woman  cries out to Jesus for mercy, for her daughter is tormented by a demon.  Now, of course, we don’t know just what the problem was with the daughter.  At a time long before modern medicine, anything unknown would be attributed to a demon.  When you don’t know what’s going on, that makes sense.  There must be some demonic force at work to bring such agony and pain.  Whatever it was, it was bad enough to cause this mother to cry out to Jesus on behalf of her daughter.


So there was a genuine need that the woman brings to Jesus, and she brings this need with genuine faith.  “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David! she cries out.  And she doesn’t just cry out once.  She is persistent, even saying all she wants are the crumbs from the master’s table.  

Who was this woman?  Well, we know she was from the district of Tyre and Sidon, for that’s where this encounter with Jesus took place.  Tyre and Sidon were port cities on the Mediterranean Sea north of Israel. They were proud, historic Canaanite cities.  The Canaanites were not Jews.  In fact, many Canaanites hated and resented the Jews.   This hatred between the Jews and Canaanites went back to the days when the Israelites moved into the Promised Land, taking land away from the Canaanites. Tyre is said to have rejoiced when Jerusalem fell to the Baby​lonians in 586 BC. So, this is a non-Jew turning to a Jewish rabbi and asking for help for her daughter.  She was a courageous woman, stepping across traditional boundaries, insisting that God’s love and mercy were not just for the Jews, but also for people like herself and her daughter.     


Jesus recognized her faith and her courage and her persistence and instantly healed her daughter.  It was an unexpected miracle, to be sure.  In the verses that follow this healing, we read that as a result of this healing, great crowds came to him, the lame, the blind, the mute, the maimed, and many others, and Jesus cured them.  
So it is very clear, that Jesus does have the power to bring about miraculous healing.  From passages like this I’ve concluded that it is always appropriate to pray for the health and well being of people.  Miracles do happen.  I’ve heard far too many stories of people who have been healed in ways that simply cannot be explained, as to ever doubt the possibility that this can occur.  So in church and on our own we lift up prayers for healing for those in need.

But what if, despite many fervent prayers by many faithful people, the hoped for physical healing does not occur?  What if the illness really can’t be cured, short of a miracle of God?  When I was a kid growing up, I remember watching Oral Roberts on television on Sunday mornings.  Oral Roberts was an early televangelist with an emphasis on healing.   He’d lay hands on all kinds of sick and handicapped people and supposedly heal them by God’s power.  Even as a kid I was skeptical of that kind of thing.  Does God really use one man to heal everyone who comes from whatever sickness they may have?    They appeared to be physically healed on stage, but were they really?  I always wondered what those people were like after the show, after the cameras were turned off.  And what about the next day, and the day following.  Did anything really change for them?


We all know that physical healing for everyone is simply not possible.  If it were, then we really would have found the fountain of youth.  We could pray to Jesus, be healed, and continue to do that on and on forever, always being physically renewed.  But that’s not the way life is.  Eventually things do occur for which there is no reasonable expectation of healing, and we have to come to grips with that.


And the way to do that is to broaden our understanding of healing.  Physical health and well being is wonderful when it is possible.  We pray for that.  A loving God wants that for us.  But we live in a broken and fallen world where things happen for reasons we can’t always understand. People don’t always get physically better.  In fact, quite the opposite can occur.  Life can become a greater and greater struggle.


When that happens, we have to believe God brings healing and hope in other ways.  We look deeper than the physical, to other ways God spirit is at work in tough situations.


The lesson today invites us to do that.  It invites us to look deeper, to a more profound sense of healing that has taken place.


What I find interesting in this miracle is that the healing of the daughter is almost secondary.  We don’t know who she is, what’s wrong with her, or how her restoration to health affected her life.  The physical healing is almost an afterthought in the lesson.


But when you go deeper into this lesson, you realize that the real healing that is taking place isn’t physical at all.  The real healing is the tearing down of the centuries old barriers that existed between the Jews and the Canaanites.  The real healing occurs when we understands that in this new kingdom Jesus is bringing, all will be welcome. Jew or Gentile, male or female, rich or poor, educated or uneducated, saint or sinner, none of that is going to matter any longer.  The only thing that will matter is faith.  

 Most of you are familiar with the stories of Theodor Seuss Geisel, better known as Dr. Seuss. Born in 1904 in Springfield, Massachusetts, Dr. Seuss authored over 40 children’s books including such classics as The Cat in the Hat, How the Grinch Stole Christmas and Horton Hears a Who. In 1960 Bennett Cerf bet Dr. Seuss $50 that he couldn’t write an entire book using only fifty words. The result was Green Eggs and Ham, probably my favorite as a kid.

Dr. Seuss’ books were more than entertaining; they were edu​cational. They taught profound life lessons in simple and engaging ways. One example is a story titled The Sneetches. The Sneetches are an imaginary species. Some of them have stars on their bellies and others do not. The problem is that those with stars on their bellies have decided that they are better than those who don’t have them. It’s a story that teaches children about prejudice and exclusivity. Listen to the opening lines,

Now the Star-bellied Sneetches had bellies with stars. 
The Plain-bellied Sneetches had none upon thars. 
The stars weren’t so big; they were really quite small. 
You would think such a thing wouldn’t matter at all. 
But because they had stars, all the Star-bellied Sneetches 
would brag, “We’re the best kind of Sneetch on the beaches.”
With their snoots in the air, they would sniff and they’d snort, 
“We’ll have nothing to do with the plain-bellied sort.” 
And whenever they met some, when they were out walking, 
they’d hike right on past them without even talking.

And just who are these Sneetches?  They are, of course, us.  We are the Sneetches whenever we make judgments that exclude and keep people out.  Jesus heals in the lesson today.  A girl is physically healed from a demon that was tormenting her.  But there’s a deeper message here.  The good news of the kingdom is for all people.  None is to be excluded from God’s mercy and grace.  When we begin to live that message, true healing has taken place.


In today’s lesson, there is a physical healing.  Praise God for that.  But the miracle also invites us to understand healing more deeply than just the physical.  Not only is the girl healed, but a healing within the community takes place, as the good news of the kingdom is now available to both Jew and gentile.


In what way do you need God’s healing touch today?  How about someone you love?  Perhaps there is hope for renewed physical health and wholeness. Perhaps physical healing can come, even as it did to the Canaanite woman’s daughter.  We pray for that.  But maybe that’s not what is meant to be.  Maybe it’s not the physical that is able to be healed.  Maybe the healing needs to come in other ways, such as emotionally and spiritually as others surround those in need with love and support.   Whatever the case, whatever the situation, we walk by faith, believing God does heal in God’s time and way.  Let us cling to that promise, let us hold on to that hope.  God is love, and love does heal.  Amen  
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