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When Jesus saw the friends’ faith, he said to the paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven.” Now some of the scribes were sitting there, questioning in their hearts, “Why does this fellow speak in this way? It is blasphemy! Who can forgive sins but God alone?”

Forgiveness Heals
The gospel reading this morning from Mark is particularly inviting to imagine: the word had gotten out that Jesus was back home again preaching and teaching. He was standing at the doorstep while the people gathered around outside the door, but the volume of people became so great and so dense around him that he began to be pushed back inside. Four men had brought their paralyzed friend to Jesus for him to lay hands on and heal, but they could not get through to him by the front door because of the crowd. Now you have to wonder for a moment what kind of crowd would not allow these men through, but we all know that crowds are capable of doing strange things. You get the sense that it was the kind of thick crowd capable of trampling people on the way out of a professional soccer or football game. 

Bu the friends it seems are not to be stopped, and they climb around the house carrying their friend, and then up on top of the roof. In 1st century Palestine the roof was probably crossbeams with thatch and dried mud, and if it was a permanent home it was also probably pretty solid. Those friends dig a hole through a section of the roof and then carefully let down their paralyzed friend right over Jesus’ head, so there could be no way he would miss the man. 

Jesus looks up to the roof where the friends, covered in mud and sweat, and straining to hold the ropes they used to lower their friend carefully down, and sees their faith. Now some of us will want to say that faith is an internal, spiritual thing that you cannot see, but here Jesus teaches that in some people you can just see their faith. In fact, faith is like love—it’s not an emotion (having just survived the Hallmark card’s national holiday); it’s an action for the building up of another person. And it’s something you can see in the way people live. Those who have taught me most about Christian faith and love did so not by emoting their intentions, or by saying some profound word, but by their example: where and when and how they chose to act in the service of others. 

Here, in this story, faith looks like four friends carrying their paralyzed friend to the one who they think can help their friend get better; and when they encounter obstacles like the crowd, they don’t take it as a sign from God that they’re not supposed to get help, they just find another way. And Jesus looks on their devotion to their friend and to their determined belief that Jesus can help, and calls it faith.

 The story continues: “When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, ‘My son, your sins are forgiven.” What’s surprising here is that Jesus does not lay hands on this man like he does to heal so many others who have physical afflictions. Nor does he reach out and touch the paralytic like he does to the leper in order to restore him to health. It’s as though he knows that the paralysis is the outward manifestation of a deeper affliction that is connected to the physical but is itself something other than physical. Instead, Jesus forgives the man’s sins. 

Now what is the connection, if any, between a person’s sins and a person’s health? The situation has the potential to sound like one of those violent messages that sometimes comes out of the mouth of Christianity that if you only weren’t so sinful, your cancer would heal, your broken relationship restored, your child brought back to life—that your affliction is the result of bad things you or your parents or grandparents have done. In just about every other healing story—of which there are many—Jesus expressly and vehemently opposes this understanding that illness is a person’s fault. But in this story Jesus perhaps senses/knows that the man is not right with himself and with God to the point that he is physically paralyzed. Thinking of sins as unpaid debts here is helpful. The man had a few unpaid debts, but once they started to build up he didn’t know where to begin to pay them off. So they kept building and building, and he kept putting off their repayment because they looked and felt too big to begin anywhere; until the debt got so big the man literally became paralyzed by it. The paralysis he felt in his mind and his heart began to be manifest in his body, until eventually he was completely paralyzed. 

If you think about it, medical science has done a lot of work in this area. Stress in our minds and hearts plays out in our bodies, and we are warned that stress puts strain our cardiac and nervous systems, it breaks down our white blood cell count and our bodies’ defense system. Another way to put it, as your grandmother probably said, is that “A body knows.” Most of us hold onto the idea Christianity picked up from interfacing with Greek philosophy, that there is an inherent separation between our bodies and souls, or our bodies and our minds. But this is distinctly not Jesus’ understanding, nor the Apostle Paul’s understanding, of the human being. If your heart felt broken, there was part of your body that would also be broken; if you felt stress in your mind, there was part of your body that would show stress; if you felt that there was no way through, no exit, that you were slowly being shut down, there was part or all of your body that would shut down. And this is the situation of the paralytic. 

What this man needed was not a loving pat on the shoulder or even healing of the paralysis—those would have been band-aids on a great wound. What this man needed was the cancellation of his debts and a fresh start; and this is exactly what Jesus offers: “My Child, Jesus says, your debts are gone, no more; you’re free to get up and go.”

The last part of this story is that for saying this, Jesus is accused of blaspheming, which was a capital offense punishable by stoning to death. To which we must ask, “Why should anyone be upset if Jesus, or anybody, forgives another person’s sins?” As frequent recipients of Jesus’ forgiveness on a regular basis, the church should have an answer to this. And as an institution commissioned to cancel the debts of others, the church should have an answer to this. 

If the man had his debts cancelled, his sins wiped away, there would be no justice for his sins—he would be getting off scott free! He deserved to bear those paralyzing sins in his body, and if God wanted to set him free, let God do it, but not this Jesus, not some human being! By forgiving this man’s sins, Jesus breaks the cycle of debt accumulation and gives him a new start. It is a genuinely free act which does not merely “re-act”. And this is what God does, much to the aggravation of those who think this is an abbrogation of justice: graciously grant, over and over, the cancellation of our overwhelming debts and a fresh start. In fact, this is Jesus’ first real conflict with the authorities, which will grow until they finally put him on a Cross.

We are invited with the paralytic to receive the cancellation of our debts, those old memories of things done and left undone that so often play out in our bodies. And though we can only offer an echo of Jesus’ forgiveness, yet we are called to offer the same cancellation of debts to others. And don’t be surprised if you’re accused of encouraging injustice when you set the sinner free. It’s what happened to Jesus.
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