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It was a brilliant moment:  

After three years of following Jesus—three years of learning from Jesus, watching Jesus heal and work miracles-- after three years of going out to do ministry, walking the dusty roads of Palestine-- after three years of listening to Jesus’ teachings and parables, the disciples came to the Roman fortress by the sea, and Jesus asked his disciples the 64 thousand dollar question.

Who do you say that I am?






I.

Peter’s confession was the result of long hours of praying and worshipping together with the twelve, of watching Jesus do his thing; late night hours as a group trying to figure out what Jesus was all about.

What is rarely observed and goes largely unspoken is that Jesus spent three years with a rag-tag band of disciples, pouring his heart and soul into to them, teaching them love of God and love of neighbor, schooling them in the ways that god’s love was at work in and around them each and every moment.

The twelve disciples and equal number of women that followed Jesus in equal numbers were the very first teaching and learning community, and Jesus was their Rabboni.

When one person asked a question, they all received the answer.

When one person shared a passion, they all benefited.

When one person “got it”, they all got it.

When one person missed the answer, they all had an opportunity to receive God’s grace. .. . . .

As the disciples were formed into a community, their lives were shaped by God’s spirit as Jesus taught and ministered God’s word.  The first apostles continued to embody the word, so much so that after Jesus ascended from the earth, his teachings were written down and enacted so profoundly, the church grew into what it is today. 

It takes a village to raise a child, and it takes a community of faith to produce a confession like Peter’s.






II.

That’s how the church is at our best.

We are a teaching and learning community.  

We learn from each other because we have much to teach each other.  

Psychologists tell us that we learn best when all our senses are engaged.

We gain understanding best by learning and doing, 

We grow individually when we interact with others 

We grow inwardly when we work with others to pursue common interests and to achieve shared goals;  giving and receiving from one another.

We learn best when heart and mind and soul are engaged passionately with each other and we declare what is most important to us.

Some call it life-long learning- life together with Christ at the center; encountering God in this collaborative group experiment we call a community of faith.

One of religion’s defenses against the forces of modernity is to privatize faith, to make it merely personal, simply a matter of an interior state, just one’s own personal individual relationship with God.

But Jesus question to the disciples in the Greek is in the plural:

Who do you say that I am???

Although Peter blurts it out for all, it was addressed to the collective;  to all the disciples gathered there and to all the disciples gathered here:

How do we confess as a community confess that Christ is Lord?

How do we bless the Lord with our actions and as well as our speech?

How do we witness the Christ to one another, and to our community, our nation and our world?






III.

I am who I am today, in part, because a community of Christians took my need for relationships that honor the Christ seriously.  

I grew up in a church that only had 30 members.  My father was an elder, my mother a deacon, my sister the church organist.  Each Sunday, there was something for me to do:  Lighting the candles, reading a scripture lesson, or taking up the collection plates, or climbing the bell tower and pulling on a heavy rope, ringing the chimes that called people to worship.

In church, I learned by doing.  I learned by reciting the psalms, or making cotton ball sheep and painting faces of Jesus the Good Shepherd, or donating my pennies, nickels, dimes and quarters to help feed hungry people.

I learned by being close to others. Mildred Cooper taught me how to sing, “Jesus Loves Me” was the first song I ever learned in the church.   Katherine Brown taught me how to love the scripture, Bill Spence took me with him when he delivered food baskets every Thanksgiving and Christmas.

On the first Sunday of the month, we had a potluck lunch and while all the children played in a cottonwood tree out back, I was a ten year old introvert, sitting in a corner, head down reading a book.  One day, Dr. Speed, who was 78 years old, noticed me, and he invited me to play checkers with him.  Thus began a tradition:  Every first Sunday for 10 years, Dr. Speed and I played checkers. 

As each person cared for me, each ministered Christ to me.

As each person shared with me, each left their imprint on me.  Somehow, I must have called forth gifts in them.  Somehow, even though I was a little boy who knew very little about faith, I must have reflected the Christ back to them. 

Faith became real to me, because faith was important to them.

When I finished seminary, and received my first call, I petitioned Blackhawk Presbytery in March of 1987 to allow my service of ordination to be held in my home church.

There at that tiny little church, as I knelt down for the prayer and the laying on of hands, surrounding me were the people who had prayed for me and taught me the love of God and shared the love of God with me—people who had been laying their hands on me since the day of my baptism.

As I rose, it was a consecrated moment, it was a holy moment. It was about God and it was about me, but it was about them too.

Because they took seriously the call to be a teaching and learning community, I am able to confess the Christ to others today.






IV.

We learn from others whose faith is real.

We learn from others whose hope is grounded in the faith that with God, all things are possible.

We learn from others who are genuine in love.

We learn from others whose experience is different.

We become the missing link to the fullness of life God intends for all, through being part of the community of faith where Christ is Lord and Jesus is our common teacher.






V.

We confess Christ to each other in the ways we great each other, and welcome each child of God.

We confess Christ to each other when we reach out and introduce ourselves to a newcomer or stranger.

We confess Christ to each other when we study scripture together, or share a meal together or offer up a prayer.

We confess to each other when we care enough to be involved, and dig deeper to say yes to the ongoing ministry needs of the church.

We confess Christ to each other through the way we talk to each other, and talk about each other.

Most of all, we confess Christ to each other when we allow ourselves to become teachable, and allow ourselves to give and receive from each other. 

We all have an important part to play in making and shaping disciples.

You may never know how a word, a gesture, a song or a teaching can have a life-long impact on another person.

Many years ago, our former music director Dana Brown told me the greatest thing about this congregation is that they taught him how to be a better Christian.

May that always be our goal:  to help each other be better at practicing this faith we call Christian.  Centered in the word of Jesus, teaching together, learning together, witnessing Christ to each other, and together, as one, witnessing Christ to our world..

Who do you say that I am? Is not a question to be answered by individuals alone;  but by us, together, in this time and place

Together we say: You are the Christ, the anointed one, the Messiah. Amen.
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God is a God of healing.

God is a God who desires salvation, health and wholeness

God is a God who wants abundant life for all God’s children.

Not just some—but for all God’s children.

We see that clearly in our two gospel stories today.  An unnamed mother is desperate about the needs of her daughter, possessed by an evil spirit.  She crosses many boundaries in order to get to Jesus, pleading for him to make her daughter well.  And, after some hedging, Jesus restores her completely.  There is singing and shouts of praise.

Then just down the road, some friends--  anonymous, without name—bring to the Anointed One a man outside the social structures because he cannot hear, and because he cannot hear, he speaks poorly.   Immediately Jesus takes spittle from his mouth, and touches his ears, opening them up.  Then he grants him the power of full hearing and full speech.

After all the testimonies and rejoicing, we want to ask what’s in this passage for us?






I.

God is a God of total healing--  not just curing our bodies, but saving our souls.  God takes our needs for healing seriously.  God cares about our every infirmity.  God cares about our every need to be made whole, to be balanced and healthy, to be prosperous, and enter into life fully.  

But often--  tell me if it’s true-- we don’t take our own needs seriously enough.

You see, Sunday after Sunday, we go through a charade.  We parade through these doors and act like “God’s in his heaven, and all’s right with the world.”

We walk through these doors and act as if we are not among the walking wounded.  

Some people are struggling financially, three paychecks away from being tossed out on the street.  Others are walking around on eggshells, knowing their job might be terminated.  Fear, stress and too much worry eat up their health.

Some people are very successful, holding down a good job, making good money, but their lives are an empty shell;  with no meaning, no substance.

They’ve lost touch with the vibrancy and joy of being alive.

Others are grieving the loss of someone they hold dear, and feel so alone, loneliness consumes their days.

Some people are stuck in a rut, afraid of change, in prisons of their own choosing.

Others simply have no purpose in life, no meaning, so they trudge through their days without hope.

Some people feel so far away, so separated and cut off from God, they haven’t opened a bible or offered up a real prayer in years.

Others are stuck in relationships which consume their every thought, not knowing what to do, or where to turn.

We all have particularly personal needs for healing that only God knows.






II.

Sometimes we have to “break through the pavement.”  Sometimes the hardest thing to do is admit to ourselves that we need help;  admit we need healing.  Admit we lack the wholeness we seek, knowing that if God wants to meet us anywhere, it is at the point of our most urgent, pressing need.

In order to heal us and make us whole, God wants us to take our own needs seriously so God can begin to respond to our needs and minister health and spiritual healing to us.

Schubert Ogden writes:  “In Mark’s gospel, the entire reality of Jesus of Nazareth included not only his teaching and his preaching but his acts of healing, rooted in his fellowship with sinners and his eventual death on the cross. . . . 

Jesus had fellowship with sinners.  He ate and drank with people whose lives were plagued with problems.  He rubbed shoulders with people who suffered from their own bad decisions.  He shared fellowship with those whose lives were marred by the social structures of their day which kept people down.  And he wanted to bless them.  He wanted to heal them.  He wanted to raise them up. In some instances, their sin wasn’t necessarily a moral or religious issue, but a matter of personal and public health. 

Every person who came to Jesus brought their deepest need.  And Jesus took their deep need for healing, and transformed their scars and wounds into grace and peace and new life and rejoicing!

Gunther Bornkamm writes:  “All those who turned to God in faith counted on the power of Jesus which knows no boundaries, and on the miracle which he could work, where human help fails.”

Could we trust God with all our needs?  Could we entrust our deepest need for healing and wholeness to the Great Physician?

Perhaps we need to look deep into our own particularly personal need for healing, because God wants to meet us there.

God is a God of healing, and Jesus has the ultimate cure.






III.

The other thing this passage tells us is that God simply wants us to take the needs of others seriously. A mother bringing the needs of her daughter to Jesus could be any mother or father who cares about the needs of their child.  Friends bringing the needs of a deaf man to Jesus could be anybody who cares enough to do something about the plight of anyone they care about.  

The letter of James says that when we take the needs of others seriously, we can’t just offer our sympathies or feelings of care.  We have to enter in at a deeper level and care enough to get involved.

One way we do that is through engagement and interaction:  we risk talking about what matters. We risk opening up conversing about our physical health or our spiritual health and well-being with one another.   When was te last time you asked another person:  how is your walk with God?  How is your prayer life?

Speaking of prayer, that’s another way we do it. When I began my week, I take the church prayer roll and my personal prayer list, and I light the Christ candle in my study.  Then I spend a minute or so with every name and situation, asking God to deal with each person, and meet every need.  In my mind’s eye, I have an image of Jesus, his resurrected body full of light, his face full of compassion, welcoming each person as I lift them up.  Sometimes I see the light of Christ descending or the peace of Christ lifting them up or the hand of God arranging things and shaping things to make everything all right.

When we take the needs of those we love to God in prayer, then we ask God to do what God does best.

Another way we do that is by inviting people to the place where Jesus can be found.  By bringing people to the place where God can meet them--  and that is the church.

We write people’s personal needs off far too easily and dismiss people’s spiritual needs far too quickly.  “All my friends belong to a church (though they never attend)”--bring them to Jesus.  “My friends don’t believe in organized religion;  they are never going to be religious:--  Expose them to Jesus.  “My friends had bad experiences with the church growing up”--  Bring them to Jesus.  “My friends can’t sit still for 45 minutes, much less than an hour or more”--  bring them to Jesus.

All it takes is an invitation, or an offer of a ride, or a friendly word.

What happens when we bring others to God is that Jesus gets a toehold, then a foothold in the door of a person’s life, and then with just that little bit of an opening, God can do anything.






IV.

That is the theme I would like to propose for our fall here at Morgan Park. Some may say that this is Christianity 101.

It’s the theme that we become the body of Christ best, simply through the quiet, persistent work of caring for our own souls, and, at the same time, offering Christian care-giving to others.  

It’s the tri-partite love of God, love of self and love of neighbor, which, when done right, can bring about new life and new relationships.

When we bring our needs before God, great things can happen.  And when we care enough about the needs of others to bring them before God, we will witness miracles.  We will witness break-throughs.  We will rejoice and no one will be able to stop our praising.  Because God is a god of healing and Jesus has the ultimate cure, because Jesus is the ultimate cure.   Amen.
