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For most of us, this Biblical text from the Gospel of Mark is a familiar story.  I recall a Sunday School lesson when I was a child, where we constructed a kind of diorama of the scene.  I imagine we made the people out of old round clothespins covered in felt, with Jesus in white in the middle of the scene.  I do remember that the whole diorama was set inside a cardboard box, with people crowded around Jesus and listening through the windows on the sides and back.  Then we cut a hole in the roof of the box, and put some people up on the roof, lowering a man on a stretcher down through the hole in the roof to get to Jesus.  That simple Sunday School diorama made quite an impression for me to remember it all these years later.

We often turn to stories like this one in Mark when we want or need to be reminded of Jesus’ ministry of healing and wholeness.  After all, Jesus spent a surprising amount of time healing people.  In the gospels, Jesus is reported to have made the blind to see, the lame to walk, and the mentally anguished to be at peace.  There is almost a direct connection between Jesus’ larger, overriding messianic mission of ushering in God’s reign of justice and peace and his more personal ministry of healing and wholeness.

For Jesus, physical illness and disease is not a sign of sin or disfavor with God, as some of the earlier Israelites and even some of Jesus’ own contemporaries would have suggested.  However, healing from physical and emotional illness is not completely possible until one recognizes the connection between ones spiritual and physical self.  For Jesus, for our Christian faith, and today in many medical communities, there is the recognition that we are a psychosomatic unity, an indivisible amalgam of body and soul.  Any problem we experience with one part of our self – whether the physical or the emotional – affects the other part as well.  And so true healing comes only when we treat both parts together.  That is one aspect of the lesson from this biblical story.

This morning, however, I invite us to approach this familiar text, not so much as a story of healing, but from a related but slightly different perspective.  As I came across this text recently, I read it through the lens of what it means to come here to Westminster Presbyterian Church in the ministry of pastoral care.  I was asking what the story suggests to me – and to all of us this morning – about how we as members and friends of Westminster offer Christian care with one another.  What does this text suggest to us about how we can care for one another and support one another through times of transition and challenge in life: times of illness, death of a loved one, loss of a job, divorce, and the many other circumstances in which we may find ourselves or others whom we know?  So this morning, let us examine this story for what Jesus’ ministry of healing has to say to us about our Christian ministry of care and compassion with one another.  

As we look a little deeper into this gospel story, I think we find some important reminders about what it means to be a caring, compassionate, Christian community.  One of the first things which this encounter with Jesus reminds us about is the importance of community.  God created human beings for relationship – with God and with one another.  And God continues in relationship with us by hearing us, remembering us, and meeting us in our relationships with one another.  We are people who need God and one another.

In the bible story, the paralyzed man did not come to Jesus on his own.  It is his friends who have brought him to this home where the itinerant rabbi, Jesus, is speaking and teaching.  Finding no way in through the door, it is the friends that take the paralyzed man to the roof.  And it is the friends who open a hole in the roof and lower the man down right in front of where Jesus is speaking and teaching.  These friends are determined to get this paralyzed man to Jesus, so that Jesus might offer him help and healing.

And Jesus speaks to the paralyzed man, not as a result of any direct request from the patient himself, but in response to the faithfulness of his companions.  The man himself makes no request and speaks not a word in the story at all.  Jesus says that it is because of the faith demonstrated by his friends that he recognizes and responds to the paralyzed man.

These friends are a kind of “mobile prayer chain” with sturdy arms and legs that lift the man up – and let the man down – to Jesus.  It is their faith and their confidence in Jesus’ healing power that mobilizes them to pick up their disabled friend and transport him to the feet of Jesus.  They’re not afraid to even dismantle a little of the roof to gain access to this teacher and healer for their friend.  And the fact that we don’t hear the homeowner enraged that they have opened a hole in the roof of his house suggests that he was of like mind that getting this man to Jesus’ attention was important.

I think this suggests for us an important principal about our response as a caring, compassionate, Christian community.  Congregational care is more than pastoral care.  It is more than the responsibility or the job of one or more of the ordained ministers.  In fact, congregational care begins when friends are helping friends.  Congregational care involves the whole community in the work and ministry of compassion and care.  Everyone is called to be involved, in whatever way they can be.

Time and again, when I hear from people about how their Christian congregation supported them through difficult or challenging times – illness, death, job transitions, and more – it is the support of fellow congregation members that stands out.  The cards they received, the listening phone call, the plate of brownies, the brief personal visit.  Thoughtful, simple expressions of care from fellow members of the congregation that mean so very much.  And often, it is the expressions and affirmations of faith by others that help to carry us through a difficult time of uncertainty and doubt in our own faith.

How do we offer Christian care as a congregation at Westminster?  We do it as a community together, helping each other when and however we are able.  I already see this is happening within our congregation at Westminster.  Members visiting some of our older shut-in members on a regular basis.  Cards and notes sent on the death of a loved one.  Friends helping others in times of transition, difficulty, and challenge.

Part of my role, and a goal of the Pastoral Care Council, will be to provide the support, training, and encouragement to all members so that together we can fulfill this part of our Christian calling.  If there is something that you see or think would be helpful in supporting you in your caring ministry, please let one of the members of the Pastoral Care Council or me know. Part of our role as leaders is to help you to fulfill your ministry of care.

Our story from Matthew teaches us another very important aspect of being a caring Christian community.  Notice the role that the friends played in their help and support of the paralytic man.  They did not try to heal his infirmity themselves, or offer help in his activities of daily living.  They brought him to Jesus, the one who could provide healing and hope.  They brought their friend to Christ to be healed of all that was broken in his life – body and soul.

Christian care is different from other secular caring work.  Our purpose is ultimately to bring the one in need of help into the presence of Christ.  When I visit in a hospital room, I don’t try to do the work of the doctors and nurses there.  They have wonderful knowledge and skills in medicine that I don’t have.  To those of you who are in the medical profession, I applaud your gift of compassionate, professional, skillful care of your patients.  You do bring that important medical expertise.  But what I bring in my visit – and what each of us can offer - is the presence of the transforming and healing power of Christ.  Through our connection with this church community, and in our faith in the healing, transforming power of God.

All of us are invited to be the ones who carry our friends to the feet of Jesus; to take those in need of healing and hope into the presence of God.  Christ offers transforming healing grace that you and I cannot possibly possess.  Through the Holy Spirit, Christ looks deep into the soul, and offers forgiveness, encouragement, hope, and love.  Notice that in Mark, Jesus’ response focuses on the disease at the core of the man’s being: a broken and incomplete relationship with God.  Jesus offers words of forgiveness, so the man may find access to the love of God that will carry him through all of his life.  The healing which Christ offers the man is wholeness in body and spirit.  It is a healing that even a dysfunctional body cannot deny him.

Of course, most of us will not be involved in putting a friend on a stretcher and brining her or him to church.  We may invite our friends who are experiencing challenges in their lives to worship here.  We may let them know of our support group for caregivers, our connection to the downtown grief ministry, or suggest they contact the Westminster Counseling Center for professional counseling in a Christian context.

However, all of us can bring others to Christ through our prayers.  Whether our prayer is an individual prayer for a specific person, or a general prayer for all those in need and whose needs are known already by God, our witness of Christian prayer is one of the most important and powerful ways that we lift up those who are ill and going through challenges in life.  Our prayers for others are as good as the paralytic man’s friends who lowered him through the roof to Jesus.  And our prayers are felt by those for whom we pray, just as much as if we had been physically present at their bedside.

 There is one more thing that about offering Christian care that I believe that we can learn from this gospel story this morning.  Our Christian care and compassion must be embraced by both the giver and the recipient.  Imagine how much different the gospel story might have been if the paralyzed man had refused to allow his friends to take him to Jesus.  Or if he had only gone reluctantly or under coercion.  But the paralyzed man came willingly under the care of his friends, and openly to the ministry of Christ.  

Not only must those of use in the community be willing to offer ourselves in compassion and care to others, but those to whom we offer must be willing to receive our care.  And we ourselves must recognize that there are times in life we are the caregiver, and there are times in life when we are the recipient of the care and compassion of others.  My experience has been that sometimes the most compassionate and caring individuals among the congregation are also the most reluctant to allow others to help them when they are in need.  Almost of us will find ourselves in both positions at different times in our life.

What I have seen and experienced at Westminster so far is a congregation that is well on its way already to being a caring, compassionate Christian community of faith.  I am grateful to the lay leaders on the Pastoral Care Council and to my colleagues currently on staff, and to pastors Byron Thompson, and David Liddle in their work in pastoral care over the last several years.  Together, they have helped to set a tone within this congregation that Westminster is a compassionate community and they have lead this congregation in its outreach of Christian care.  

As humbly I now follow in their footsteps and with them as colleagues, my prayer for us together is to continue this Christ-centered ministry. And may it be that Westminster will become as well-known in the Twin Cities for our caring, compassionate, Christian community as we are already identified for the Town Hall Forum.  May it be so.  AMEN.

Pastoral Prayer – Rev. Meghan Gage-Finn

Loving and Merciful God, in whom we live and move and have our being, we know you hear our sighs too deep for words. This is the day that you have made and as we rejoice and are glad, we are also mindful of those people and places that need your presence and comfort. Confident in your love for us, we offer our prayers for others and for ourselves.
We hold before you for blessing those who strive to bring community out of chaos in the divided places of our world, in Palestine, the Balkans, Somalia and Sudan. Bless the work of the peacemakers as they strive to break down the walls of hostility and bitter division. 

We mourn the loss of life in Norway and we pray for a better understanding of how some feel threatened by multiculturalism. When your children feel provoked to attack another because of differences, grant them the patience to think through fears and resentments. Be with all who grieve with heavy hearts, especially for young people and families.
God of abundance, for all who are hungry, especially those facing famine in Africa, for those struggling with drought, and for all undernourished children: ease their sufferings; provide them with daily sustenance and clean water, and touch our hearts to respond generously to their needs.  For all who work in the fields or bring food to our tables: God bless, renew, and protect them. May we be aware of all that we take for granted, all that comes so automatically to us, and may we be good stewards of the gifts we have been given to share our time and talents in your name. 

O God, your eyes are fixed on justice.  We pray for all victims of war and violence.  Give heed to the cries of those in need throughout the world and change us so that our eyes and ears and minds would be open so that we may walk humbly with you, sharing your loving kindness where it is most needed. We pray for leaders of our state and nation charged with overseeing economic security and balance. May they be mindful of their responsibility to provide for the weak and the powerless and may they find the courage to listen more than speak; may they be motivated by cooperation rather than power.

We lift up to you this day caregivers and all those who visit the sick and dying. Encourage each one of us to reach out as the Body of Christ in the way you first loved us, to be your healing hands and reassuring comfort. We pray for those in hospital, especially _, and those recovering at home, those facing surgery or rehabilitation. God of Hope, grant them strength and support in the way ahead and confidence in the sustaining power of your Holy Spirit.  Watch over those who mourn especially the families of __.

We remember in baptism that through Christ we are raised to new life with you, and may ____’s families find solace and hope in their peaceful resting at home in your loving care. May they know your peace which surpasses all understanding. Even as we give thanks for life well-lived, we rejoice in new life to our church family. Bless __ and her parents ___ and may they be supported and nurtured by this congregation.

Still small voice of God, be heard above and below the clamor of the world and let the good news be told and celebrated through our lives. 

Shape us, day by day, through the cross of Christ your Son, until we pray as continually as we breathe and all our acts are prayer; through Jesus Christ and in the mystery of the Holy Spirit, we pray.  Hear us now as we pray together the prayer your Son taught us saying, Our Father
“How Shall We Offer Christian Care?”  
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