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The Life Fully Lived

“Jesus came in and took her by the hand and lifted her up. Then the fever left her, and she began to serve them.” (The Gospel According to Mark chapter 1, verse 31)
In Mark’s gospel today Jesus heals for the first time in his ministry. By healing Simon’s mother-in-law, he adds the activity of healing to the list of God’s kingdom activities. Immediately after announcing that the kingdom of God is at hand, Jesus begins to teach, exorcise demons, and heal sick people—so all three are ways of preaching God’s kingdom has come. Not surprisingly, Jesus heals on a Sabbath, the traditional day of rest and worship for the community—so Jesus starts off by breaking a law, the first of many conflicts with religious traditions of the time. Mark even points out that only at sundown, when the Sabbath restrictions are lifted, do people bring Jesus those in surrounding towns who are sick and possessed with demons for him to heal. The flurry of activity on a single busy Sabbath in Capernaum no doubt raised questions for the townspeople and for Jesus’ first followers. What was going on? Where would it lead? Was Capernaum and not Jerusalem now to be the center of a new teaching and healing? Everybody was looking for Jesus the next morning; a few more days, and the whole town would have found him. But he had to move on; other places needed to hear the message. The gospel took precedence over human success and even human stability.
But I want to give some attention to this concept of healing because it will not be the last time we encounter it in the gospels, especially Mark. We have seen Jesus in conflict with demons, and now here in conflict with illness. In both cases God’s kingdom in the person of Jesus confronts and overcomes the kingdom of evil. We do not here remark so much on the capacity for human resilience as we do on the sheer power of God to save, to restore, to lift up. And it is a power that wrests people from evil in any form. And here, we can imagine the touching scene of Jesus taking the woman by her hand and lifting her up. In other healings, Jesus will take both a little girl and a little boy by the hand and lift them up too, making the point that God’s kingdom is for all sorts of regular people—adults and children--in all sorts of situations. 

But the most important point in the story today is that illness and sickness are parts of the kingdom of evil that opposes Jesus and God’s kingdom—they’re bad! Mark’s society, not unlike like ours, knew the psychology of sickness well. The sick or ailing person is most likely to ask “what did I do wrong?” and “What is God punishing me for?” as though of course their sickness was somehow God’s will or doing. A wise older friend has said that in times of his own sickness he gets what he calls the “naughty dog” syndrome in which he slinks into isolation and melancholy because he assumes he’s done something  wrong. The underlying belief is of course is that God for some unfathomable reason—to teach us a lesson, draw us closer, punish us—has caused the illness and wants us to suffer. Even more, the church and much of Christian theology has taught that suffering in and of itself is redemptive in some mysterious way--part of God’s will for the world. The message creeps in in little ways: “the pews are uncomfortable because if you don’t feel pain when you leave the church building you haven’t been to church! But we recognize it in bigger ways too: “this unhealthy relationship is just my cross to bear”; “We’re encountering so much resistance with this project, so many problems, that God must not want us to do it.” Some years ago my car was hit by a drunk driver, and I learned that the legal term for that was an “act of God.” The nice Progressive insurance representative even got the irony when she learned what I was studying in graduate school. Some of us were even taught that to feel bad is to be holy or somehow closer to God—ergo: the worse you feel, the holier you are. 
There’s healing to be had of our image of a God who would manipulate or purposely plan for people to be sick or dead—only a callous God would do that. Or of the image of a God who sends sickness and suffering to teach us a lesson—only a cruel God would do that. Or of the image of a God who takes away those we love for mysterious reasons that we’re supposed to be docile and piously unquestioning about—only an egocentric God would do that. If the person of Jesus teaches us anything about the nature of God, it is that God wants to teach us the truth, heal us from addictions, demons, and sickness, restoring us; and that God does with us exactly what we can do with each other: be there, taking you by the hand and lifting you up. It is God’s constant and eternal presence in our lives and in our deaths that is supportively transforming, giving the assurance that whether we live or die, we are the Lord’s.
Now there’s another side to all this. If in no other way the 1st and 21st centuries are alike it is in that we connect our suffering and sicknesses to God. The mindset of God as an abusive God causing bad things to happen because it assumes sickness and suffering are necessary can become a way for us to be passive victims in our own lives; to allow ourselves to participate in unhealthy relationships, not to care for our own physical, mental, and spiritual health; to become our own worst enemy about ending the cycle of neglect or destructive behavior. Since it is happening to me God must want it this way. Therefore I will endure (passively), allow injustices to continue, allow cycles of dysfunction to continue, allow my own health to worsen. If God is to blame we can stay where we are safely even if the situation is destroying us; and if God is to blame we can pass on by the dying man in the road like the priest and the Pharisee because sickness and suffering are necessary.
This not surprisingly stands in direct contrast to what Mark’s gospel is telling us about the kingdom of God inaugurated by Jesus and his disciples, and continued by the church at its best: the sick receive healing, those who mourn are comforted, and the lonely and excluded belong again as full members of the community; death itself submits to the greater reign of life. 
One of the church’s early theologians, Irenaeus, remarked in a moment of revelation that God’s greatest joy is a life fully lived. Not a life lived in anxiety and fear; not a life lived in suffering and pain, but a life fully lived is God’s most passionate desire for you.
I want to leave you with a few didactic-sounding suggestions about healing that I hope you’ll consider. 
First, Be aggressive: advocate for your own healing and the healing of others. The gospel stories are full of characters whose voices rise above the din of the crown because they are shrill and persistent, forcing their way to Jesus. You deserve the dignity of a child of God, and so does the sick person, the handicapped person, and the person least like yourself. God wants you to engage, not wait—the time is now to act. God invites us to participate in His act of creating healing and new life. Cultivate wholeness in yourself and others. We are given the power to cry out, lament, speak truth, resist fear and hatred, choose love, seek help. Human experience, if nothing else, teaches us that we cannot go at this life alone, in isolation, but that we must use all the resources we have, and be a resource for others.

Second, Seek to reconcile yourself to others starting now: unfinished business among family members, friends, and enemies keeps us from the fullness of life. How we live will be how we die—if we are about the work of reconciliation with those we have wronged and been wronged by, healing will happen. 

Third, Seek to be forgiven, and to forgive: there are very few of us who do not have people whose forgiveness we want, or people in need of our forgiveness. Letters, emails, phone calls, visits—it doesn’t matter how.

Fourth, Be about the work of including: there are so many situations and organizations that seek to exclude in the name of religion or God or truth or ideology or worldview. The Christian community at its best follows the model of Jesus seeking out the lost, the sinner, the rejected, and restoring their sense of belonging. Traditionally this is why the early church had women and slaves in positions of leadership despite the culture of the day in which they were less visible; this is why at the Eucharistic meal people did not line up in order of social status, education level, economic status, or public prestige as was the custom of many of the traditions of the day; but rather all people came forward together as different parts of the same body, equal as God’s daughters and sons. As the Apostle Paul reminds us, in Christ there is neither Jew nor gentile, slave nor free, male nor female (feel free to extend this to other tribal markers we still use: dirty or clean, rich or poor, etc.).

Lastly, get it through your head that God loves you. Accept the hand of God when it takes your hand to lift you up. Healing happens in the context of our mortal bodies, and may or may not include the cure we hope for. But memories, dreams, relationships, angers, resentments, failures, regrets—all these can be healed by the God who is about new life.
Jesus is about the work of restoring wholeness, and we are invited to join him at his task.
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