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We’re not so different from Jesus, you know. The story in the Gospel of Matthew for today seems like one of those that we can simply sit back and listen to—we do not really relate to it, because Jesus is so unique and powerful, so we don’t really feel we have something in common with him. I did not read the whole story this morning, but we can guess which way it goes—there are no stories in the Bible in which someone asks Jesus for a cure and Jesus refuses. Jesus does not refuse and he does not fail when it comes to cures. So understandably, we feel quite different from Jesus.

Even doctors don’t know how to cure everything. For all of the possibilities of modern medical miracles, for which we are all very grateful, there are still many diseases and conditions that have no cure. When we are reminded of this, we are reminded of how different we are from Jesus. I don’t know about you, but the last “cure” I provided was a dose of ibuprofen and a Dora the Explorer cartoon band-aid.

But we’re not so different from Jesus, you know. Let’s put ourselves into today’s message from Matthew. Jesus is in a crowd, as he seems to find himself often. Whenever I’m at the Mall of America, I think, this is where Jesus would have been hanging out, because he seemed to be unable to avoid crowds. So Jesus is in a crowd, and someone comes and kneels before him. I don’t know about you, but someone kneeling in front of me would be quite disconcerting. But since I’m proposing that we’re not so different from Jesus, let’s think about a situation similar to the one Jesus was in.

We live in or around a big city, so we have all had some kind of experience with a panhandler. Maybe a panhandler has never come up to you directly, but you have seen someone else be panhandled, or you have walked close by a person with a hat or an instrument case left open with several coins shimmering inside. The closest experience that I have ever had to someone kneeling in front of me in a crowd was over a decade ago. I was walking across the enormous central outdoor plaza of Mexico City. The plaza is a huge square, bordered on each side by a stately building of some religious or civic importance. Over here is the Cathedral, over here is the National Palace, behind those are the remains of a huge Aztec temple. The largest flag you have ever seen is on a pole in the middle of the plaza, a Mexican flag with giant sections of red, white, and green that even on the windiest day, billow in slow motion because of the size. The plaza is a crossroads of the city, with its own subway station entrance.

And there are beggars. So many beggars. Totally, completely heartbreaking. Amputees. Babies. And so, it was there that I felt not so different from Jesus when a little boy, around 8 years old, barefoot, dirty, comes up to me and puts a little sticker on my leg. A small flower. I said “Gracias! (“Thank you!”). He stood there.

It took the naïve gringa a minute to get it. Aha, the sticker was for sale. His eyes, fixed on me said, “Pay up, silly tourist.” I can’t remember what I did. I can’t remember if I gave him money or not. But I rarely tell this story without tearing up.

Who suffered in this situation? Was this child suffering? I don’t think there is a question about that. We would all agree he would have been better off 11am on a Tuesday in school, learning something about the history of the plaza in which we stood. But maybe he would not agree. Maybe he had a good deal going with the whole sticker thing. It certainly did not help my memory of this moment when the movie “Slumdog Millionaire” came out, because it made us unable to deny how often an adult is somewhere close behind the begging child holding a lot more stickers to sell.

I suffered as I stood there, because I don’t get to decide what’s best for him, and if I love him, I’m really in trouble. What a pain to have been Jesus. He suffered every time this kind of thing happened, every time he was called upon, he was pained. He would have heard my son falls into the fire and Jesus’ skin would have burned. He would have heard my son falls into the water and Jesus would have felt the panic from a clogged nose and no air. We think that Jesus was the lucky one because he cured the son, allowed for there to be no more burning skin and no more clogged nose. But only for that one. How many others had no advocate in the crowd to come and kneel before the Healer?

This is how we are not so different from Jesus. The human experience for God was to come and be among the people, to be with the people, and to be one of the people.

This meant to suffer.

We talk about Jesus’ suffering when he was whipped, when he was stripped, when he was tortured, when he was pierced…but he would have suffered all the time. Because he was human, it would have happened all the time. He never got to walk away from the crowd, really. Stickers of pain, of anguish, and of grief were stuck on his heart from every single soul.

This is what scripture tries to tell us, if we are willing to suffer a little more and listen. Because scripture refuses to give us easy answers, and yet, generation after generation, human beings try to make scripture give us easy answers. Because generation after generation, we do not want to suffer. And isn’t this a reasonable goal for humanity? Should not the desire to relieve suffering be the primary result of human creativity and genius and altruism? Why do we possess the ability to have foresight if not to help ourselves and one another to suffer a little less as we travel down life’s road?

We want so desperately for there to be a cure to any and all suffering in part because of the unfairness of it all. At no time in human history has there been such a disparity in access to cures as there is now. A human being’s circumstances of birth now determine whether a raging infection will mean death within hours, life with further disability, or life as it was prior to the raging infection. Suffering seems random and in a way even more cruel in modernity than in the past when everybody was in the same boat.

So it seems we have to pay particular attention to the perspectives of those who understand what it means when there is no cure, to understand the viewpoint of Jesus who is going to suffer with us at all times and in all places. Nancy Mairs, who lives with MS, put it this way:

“All the same, if a cure were found, would I take it? In a minute. I may be a cripple, but I’m only occasionally a loony and never a saint. Anyway, in my brand of theology, God doesn’t give bonus points for a limp. I’d take a cure; I just don’t need one. A friend who also had MS startled me once by asking, “Do you ever say to yourself ‘Why me, Lord?’ ‘No, Michael, I don’t,’ I told him, ‘because whenever I try, the only response I can think of is “Why not?” If I could make a cosmic deal, who would I put in my place? What in my life would I give up in exchange for sound limbs and a thrilling rush of energy? No one. Nothing. I might as well do the job myself. Now that I am getting the hang of it.”

Mairs’ point is that we are going to suffer whether we like it or not. Jesus was fully human because he did not get out of that part of the human experience in any way shape or form. When we hear healing stories like the one in Matthew today, we latch on to the drama that the story begins with: the fact that the disciples could not cure the son. We are then relieved in the middle of the story when Jesus is able to cure the son. But that is not the end of the story. Jesus’ suffering for all of human experience wells up in him and he lectures his disciples about their lack of faith in God as the power of the universe. Nancy Mairs understands what Jesus says at the end of his lecture when he declares that “nothing will be impossible for you” because she does not define possible as perfect.

We really do not know what it meant for the son to be cured. Jesus does not refuse and he does not fail when it comes to cures; but we have no guarantee that “cured” meant perfect. Some translations of this passage do not call the son epileptic; rather he is called a “lunatic” or he “suffers terribly” or “he has bad fits.” We have very different definitions of what these things mean in modern day. Maybe the son was cured of the fits, but if he had been burned in the past, he may have had terrible scarring.

We will never know. But what we can know is our choice in who to learn from in this story. It is easier for the story to be about the son, because then the story can be about someone being “fixed.” But if the story is about Jesus, we have to sit in the uncomfortable space in which we stay with someone who suffers.
We’re not so different from Jesus, you know.

And for this, we give thanks to God. Amen.
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