5th Sunday in Lent
1st Reading:
Isaiah 43:16-21
Psalm:
126
2nd Reading: Philippians 3:3-14
Gospel:
Mark 8:22-26

Today we continue learning about the ministry of healing prayer we all have by considering the final quality we need in this ministry... commitment or perseverance to keep praying.
Some years ago a dear family friend was diagnosed with liver cancer. I rang him one afternoon and we got onto the topic of healing and the church’s role. He told me he’d been anointed so many times he felt his blood was no infused with holy oil. I was a bit surpised by this many because I thought you were anointed once and that would be it. He quickly reminded me that there was no limit to the number of times you could ask for help from someone – and therefore no limit to the number of times you could ask for help from God... or remind yourself that God was helping. As we continued to talk, not just that one afternoon, but for months after, he continually told me the comfort that came when he prayed with others and was anointed with holy oil. He said he knew that God was working in his body, but the prayer and the anointing was an important way that he could remember that God was working.
Sacraments, including holy unction, are am outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace. When we pray for healing for ourselves or for others we are reminding ourselves that God is already at work in that person’s body – seeking to bring healing, even if we do not see it.
I want to say very clearly that there is terrible pain in unanswered prayer. Praying for people often leads to disappointments – we wonder why are some people miraculously healed and others not. I’ve heard many explanations for this but none have truly satisfied me, except to acknowledge that we live in the now but not yet. When Jesus walked on the earth, he ushered in God’s kingdom, he came to proclaim that God’s kingdom is at hand and to demonstrate that power. Every healing, every sign was a sign of that kingdom. But the truth is we do not have the fullness of God’s kingdom here yet.

There is absolutely nothing about any person who desires healing that prevents God’s from healing them. Healing is positively and absolutely happening in someone when we pray for them. We may not see it – but that doesn’t mean it is not happening. It is not a question of IF God wants to heal them, but HOW is God bringing healing to this person. We need to keep praying for the other person – and we need to be open to how God is healing this person at this time. In all of the stories of healing in the Bible, Jesus shows his compassion, his confidence, his courage and his commitment to bring healing to each individual. We need to have the same. This morning’s Gospel is a wonderful reminder that healing may not be instantaneous, but it might be something that happens gradually or even with continued prayer and honesty before God.
At the start of this series of sermons, I said that the greatest danger we have when it comes to healing ministry and healing prayer is cynicism... it’s almost as if we put a wall around ourselves where we believe that healing doesn’t happens and so it won’t for this person. Eventually we end up saying it will never happen and we don’t even offer it anymore. John Wimber, who’s story I told last week, said ‘I’d rather pray for 100 people and 1 person get healed; than pray for no one and no one get healed.’
My hope, and that of the Wardens, in commencing these sermons was that we would open up a conversation about healing within our parish and that people would begin to talk about healing with each other... and also to begin or recommence praying for healing for themselves or for others. I think this is beginning to happen, but let’s not let it end with this sermon. There will once again be a time for healing following this service. I invite anyone who would like to pray with others to remain after prayer so we can consider how we best continue this prayer into the future, so we can remember that there is no other name in whom we may receive health and salvation but only the name of Jesus Christ our Lord.
