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	This past week, Rev. David Feltman, our General Presbyter, shared some thoughts regarding the importance of physical health and self-care in his weekly e-note to all the churches. He wrote it while sitting in the waiting room of the Mayo Clinic where he had gone to receive his annual checkup.  He spoke of the need to love our bodies more, that they are an amazing gift from God that must not be abused or ignored.  Of course, Dave has good reason to be proactive about his health as heart disease runs in his family- his father having died from a heart attack at age fifty-seven while his brother Steve lost his life to one nine years ago.  Only a few years ago, while undergoing a similar exam at Mayo, it was revealed that he was in the early stages of thyroid cancer.  Fortunately, it was caught and treated in time.  By letting him know what is going on inside of him, these annual checkups have helped give him and his family peace of mind.  But he also realizes that self-care has to go beyond the annual physical to our emotional and spiritual health AS WELL whether it means observing a Sabbath in our lives, getting lots of exercise, enjoying good relationships, and engaging in lots of laughter, joy, and hope.  Truly wise words from a wise man.
When I was single, I was not always so vigilant about my own health.  I smoked a pipe from the time I got up in the morning to the time I went to bed, inhaling every mouthful- a habit that lasted almost thirty years until I finally got some smarts and gave it up.  As much as I loved sports, I found that with age, it got easier to watch them on television than participate in them as I once did.  Last year, at the insistence of our church Session, I finally got around to getting my first physical in over twenty-five years.  The doctor was so impressed, he told me that I didn’t have to come back for ANOTHER twenty-five years.  My wife said to me, “Dave, you DO know he was only kidding, RIGHT?”  
If I haven’t paid as much attention to my physical condition over the years as I should, it is probably because I’ve tended to privilege the intellectual and moral and spiritual side of my life over that of the physical.  It seemed more important for me to concentrate on my studies whether in seminary or graduate school and in trying to be the best Christian I could than watching my diet and getting the proper exercise I needed.  I even had St. Paul on my side as in the advice he provided to his young disciple Timothy: “Train yourself in godliness; for while bodily training is of SOME value, godliness is of value IN EVERY WAY, as it holds promise for the present life and also for the life to come.”(1 Tim. 4:7,8)  
But now, all that is beginning to change.  The fact is that the various dimensions of our lives—the intellectual, the emotional, the moral, the spiritual, and the physical--all go hand-in-hand so that when one aspect is affected or suffers, the others are affected as well.  Psychologists say it is an unquestionable fact that mental health and physical health are intricately intertwined, that when the mind suffers, so too does the body and vice versa.  The same can be said of the relationship between our mental health and spiritual health.  Whatever hurts or heals one’s relationship with oneself and others will tend to hurt or heal one’s relationship with God while a healthy mind is necessary for a person to get the most out of his or her religious faith.
When I was in my last pastorate, I led a study on the church as a “healing center.”  As a result, we developed a group of prayer teams which immediately following our once a month Communion service made themselves available to anoint and pray for anyone with needs and concerns of any kind, whether emotional or spiritual, physical or relational.  People would line up seeking prayer in the east and west transepts of the sanctuary where our healing teams were situated.  This interest in healing prayer developed, not out of a desire to seem trendy or to simply try something new, but from a genuine desire to be more faithful to the scriptures and to our calling as the Body of Christ.  Aside from Christian Scientists, Pentecostals, and a few charismatic groups, the matter of healing, at least PHYSICAL healing, has been more or less relegated to the medical profession while we have tended to confine OUR interests to that of the SPIRITUAL.  Well that TOO has got to change.
Part of the reason mainline churches like our own have been so reluctant to embrace healing is that as Presbyterians, we tend to be a highly rational group and distrustful of things we cannot understand.  Without empirical evidence to support it, our first impulse is to dismiss it as some form of magic.  Another reason has been that our understanding of healing has been largely shaped by the kinds of excesses and theatrics of revivalists like Oral Roberts and Benny Hinn.  Such spectacles involving elaborate stage productions with wheel chairs emptying and crutches being tossed aside and people falling down supposedly under the power of the Holy Spirit has smacked more of emotional manipulation than any activity of God.  I’ve been to a number of such crusades over the years so I can attest to this from personal experience.
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Rather than shying away or feeling embarrassed about healing, we need to embrace it as a vital part of our ministry.  We need to restore it to the same central position that it occupies in the scriptures and that it did in the Early Church.  Because ancient Judaism had such a limited conception of the afterlife, it tended to focus on life in the here and now.  It was the PRESENT and not after death that rewards and punishments were meted out.  Therefore they looked upon health and wealth as God's rewards for good and faithful behavior, while sickness and misfortune were viewed as God's punishment for sinful disobedience.  Chronically ill patients were excluded altogether from the temple and from the community itself.  Thus families were separated from their chronically ill members.  The Greeks had a similar notion, that sickness and even death came from God, but where the Jews connected it to human sin and disobedience, the Greeks viewed it more as a matter of luck or fate.  
However, Jesus radically changed all that.  He had a greater influence on our understanding of the relationship between physical, mental, and emotional health than any religious figure before or since.  In the gospels, his ministry is characterized as one of preaching, teaching, and HEALING.  The Good News was that the kingdom of God was now breaking into the lives of people everywhere.  It was a present reality accessible to EVERYONE, and this included more than just spiritual wholeness but PHYSICAL wholeness as well.  Nearly one-fifth of the entire gospels is devoted to Jesus' healing.  Everywhere he went, people's lives were touched on every dimension and it served as evidence of the in-breaking of his kingdom.  If Jesus had one mission, it was to bring the power and healing of God's Spirit into the lives of EVERY person and restore them to wholeness on EVERY level.  He cured lepers, the blind, the lame, the demon-possessed, and on several occasions was said to have raised persons from the dead.  Sometimes he commanded the disease out of one's body while at other times he demanded some demonstration of faith and humility before healing could occur.  Jesus was ahead of his time in understanding the relationship of the physical to the rest of one’s being.
Following our Lord's death and resurrection, that same ministry of preaching and teaching and healing was conferred upon his disciples.  His message now became THEIR message.  He sent them out with the following instructions: "Go nowhere among the Gentiles, and enter no town of the Samaritans,6but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. 7As you go, proclaim the good news, The kingdom of heaven has come near. 8Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.  As you go, proclaim the good news, 'The kingdom of heaven has come near.' 8Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers,  Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons.  You received without payment; give without payment."  Jesus told them that they would perform the same works he did and even MORE as he had to ascend to the Father.  Thus, their ministry was characterized by many signs and wonders and mighty works which showed that they were continuing in his mission and that his kingdom was continuing to break into their midst.  
After receiving the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost, the early church CONTINUED to experience his presence for it was none other than the personal power of CHRIST HIMSELF.  As a result, there grew from out of it an uncommon fellowship of love and caring which would eventually go on to change the world.  This experience of the risen Christ in their midst was regularly celebrated through their worship and re-enacted in the sacraments, specifically the Lord's Supper.  With the Spirit's help, it became MORE than just a rite but an EXPERIENCE in which people could be touched and transformed, and even physically healed.

In James’ epistle, the elders are instructed to anoint the sick with oil and then pray the prayer of faith.  The gift of healing is thus no longer the special province of a special person such as "apostles" or “seminary-trained ministers” but the gift of a WHOLE CLASS of Christian officers called "elders" who are called upon to lead his Church.   They were animated by the conviction that their God was a HEALING God who expected a healing ministry from his followers.
This brief excursus has been my way of underscoring how the Church as the Body of Christ has always BEEN and will always BE a "healing center" with Jesus Christ, the GREAT HEALER, at its center.  As the Church, as members of Christ’s body, we have been commissioned to continue Christ’s ministry in the world, to mirror his words and work in everything THEY did.  Two thousand years later, that mission continues to go forth.  When you think of Mother Teresa fighting on the side of the sick and dying in Calcutta, India, or William Wilberforce in nineteenth-century England helping to overturn the slave trade in that country, or Martin Luther King, Jr. attacking racism here in America, you see examples of persons mirroring the same commitment to health and wholeness that Christ himself had.  We are a community of faith who needs to recover a wholistic vision of the person while exercising a wholistic practice, one that ministers on many levels at once- on the social, as well as the individual; on the physical as well as the emotional and the spiritual.  In this way, we testify to the life-giving, spirit-transforming activity of God in BOTH our lives and in the world.  
But I have one other point to make before closing and it just may be the most IMPORTANT one.  There have been times in a person’s life when we have approached our Heavenly Father with a petition for healing and it never materialized.  Our prayers which we offered up either for ourselves or on behalf of someone else were intense, specific, and faith-filled, and yet despite our best efforts, our pleas for deliverance seemed denied.  It left us wondering whether our faith might not be what we thought it was, or maybe God’s answer to us was a flat no, or perhaps, JUST perhaps, God really wasn’t interested in hearing our prayers AFTER ALL.  We asked ourselves that if we can’t trust in the promise offered here by James, how the prayer of faith will heal the sick and that the fervent prayer of a righteous man can accomplish much, then what CAN we believe?
Well the problem often lies in our understanding of healing itself.  A distinction has to be made between one being “cured” and one being “healed.”  A person is “cured” of his or her malady or disease when it has been treated and its effects are no longer present.  When Jesus delivered the ten lepers of their affliction, all ten were “cured” in the sense that the disease was no longer present in their bodies; they were no longer afflicted by their leprosy- the most dreaded disease in the ancient world.  However, only ONE of them--a SAMARITAN by birth—had enough presence of mind to stop, turn around, and throw himself down before Jesus, praising God for what he had just received.  More than cured, the Samaritan leper was HEALED in contrast to the other nine who though outwardly cured, remained UNHEALED.  You see, there was still something INWARD, something IN them they had NOT been delivered from- a disease called ingratitude, and what this tells us is that far more than healing being just a PHYSICAL cure, REAL healing must involve the WHOLE person, one’s ENTIRE being.  Healing is any sign of God’s kingdom in a person’s life and not necessarily an answer to every medical or physical need.  Thus REAL health involves being at peace with God and at peace with oneself REGARDLESS of the presence of sickness or disease still in our bodies.  
Some years ago, Malcolm Muggeridge, that wonderful English journalist, author, and Christian, went to Lourdes, France to make a film for BBC television about the thousands of persons who stream there every day in search of a miracle healing.  He confessed that he expected the trip to be nothing less than depressing.  Instead, what he saw was one of the most transcendent experiences of his life.  He said:
Actually, from the moment I got on the train at Victoria (we travelled to Lourdes with a party of pilgrims so as to be able to film en route), I had an extraordinary feeling of light-heartedness.  I don't think I have ever in my life been in so cheerful a company as this collection of the sick and the crippled, many of them soon to die, and those who were looking after them...
	These people—the fortitude with which they endured their afflictions, the joy with which life none the less filled them, their compassion for those more stricken than themselves, above all their serene confrontation of the prospect of death in the certain knowledge of God's love and mercy—occupied my mind and spirit much more than Lourdes as a place.
	Places, as it happens, have never interested me much, as such, and Holy Places, whether Bethlehem or Lourdes, tend to be marred for me by the sellers of tawdry relics, the bric-a-brac of piety, who gather around them.  However, in the grotto where St Bernadette is supposed to have had her vision—the very heart of Lourdes—I found a marvelous stillness; not due, let me hasten to say, to an absence of people…For most of the time, in all seasons, it is teeming with people. No, the stillness is within, not without; wonderfully peaceful and uplifting.	
Muggeridge said that while he saw no “cures” that day or during the rest of his time there, he DID see thousands of “healings,” almost as many as there were pilgrims. 
	One of my prime responsibilities as your pastor is to visit those who are ill or suffering--whether in mind or body or in spirit; whether at home, at the nursing home, or in the hospital--and to serve as a conduit or channel of God’s love to them.  By striving to be a caring presence and offering prayers on their behalf, they are reminded that they are never alone, that God and his people stand WITH them and FOR them, supporting them through their trials.  This is a huge part of the healing process and though they might not always be CURED of their condition (although a large percentage eventually are) I find that many more are HEALED- HEALED inwardly, HEALED in their hearts and in their minds and in their spirits.  I’ve come to believe that more important than being CURED of whatever sickness or pain ails us is to be HEALED- HEALED of the sin in our lives, HEALED of such destructive attitudes as hatred and anger and fear, of jealousy and selfishness and pride.  It is to discover how the forgiveness we find through Christ restores us to relationship with God, with one another, and with the whole of creation, and that when we understand this, then we can better handle whatever problems or afflictions may come our way.  
However, I’m not the ONLY one called to a ministry of healing.  Whosoever would call him or herself a child of God is ALSO called to such service.  Whether you are an elder in the church or not, whether you think of yourself worthy-enough or not, you TOO are required to serve as an agent of his healing to somebody else in need.  ANYONE may be used of God to effectuate healing in others and this means that each of US must be willing to stand beside those who hurt, lay hands upon them, and pray for wholeness in their lives.  Unfortunately, because we have professionalized ministry so, we expect the PASTOR to fulfill this function when it is really the responsibility of EVERY member of his Body.  The fact is that you are ALL ministers of his Church every bit as I am and we are never stronger in our faith and never more unified in our mission than when each of us regards such service to one another to be our HIGHEST calling, our most SACRED responsibility.  Let us pray…
We confess to you, O Lord, that our lives are broken and acknowledge that our world is in need of your healing.  Send the power of your Holy Spirit into our lives and help redeem our world through the presence of Jesus Christ as he continues to live in us and work through us.  In his name we pray.  Amen.
