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Today's Gospel tells us about one of Jesus' healing miracles. He meets a paralyzed man, he tells the man to get up, pick up his futon, and go home -- and the man does just that. Jesus promised his disciples at the Last Supper that when he went to heaven he would send them the Holy Ghost. When the Holy Ghost came down on them they would be able to do all the miracles he did -- and even greater ones.

I do my best to believe in Jesus' promise -- especially in regard to healing. Jesus told his apostles that they would lay hands upon the sick and that the sick would recover. The Epistle of St. James recommends prayer and anointing for the sick.

Sacramental healing -- whether by laying on of hands or by anointing-is part of what you are entitled to as a member of an apostolic church. We might be tempted to associate anointing with Roman Catholicism, and laying on of hands with trailer parks and tv evangelists, and the whole matter with weirdness and superstition -- but both practices are properly Anglican. They are in the Bible, and they are in the Prayer Book.

I can tell you about absolute, flat-out, instantaneous cures I have seen. I can point you to any number of people who will tell you they are alive and in as good shape as they are because of the ministry of healing. But anointing and laying on hands is a matter of obedience -- we do it because the New Testament tells us to -- not because we necessarily understand why or how it works or because we are putting God's promise to some sort of test.

What distinguishes the miracle in today's Gospel is the teaching about how sin and sickness are connected. "Sin" is the word the Bible uses to talk about the general imperfection of human existence. Sin is the condition of rebellion against God that the original disobedience of Adam and Eve brought about.

The condition called sin is manifested in many different ways -- it is a disease with many symptoms. One symptom of the condition of sin is sickness -- Adam and Eve needed no HMO -- at least in the beginning. Another symptom of the condition of sin is death. Another symptom is how hard it is to earn money and grow food.

Labor pains are another symptom. The symptoms of the disease of sin with which we are always in touch are our own individual acts of rebellion against God -- what we call our sins. If we don't get rid of our sins, they will block the flow of God's grace and his healing power.

With that background, let us look more closely at today's story. Some people place in front of Jesus a man who is paralyzed and lying on a sort of mat. They assume Jesus is going to pray for his healing in some way. Instead, Jesus says, "Don't worry, son, your sins are forgiven."

St. Matthew doesn't tell us how the young man or his friends reacted to that, but we can assume they thought something like, "What's all this about sins? -- we want this man's paralysis to go away."

We do know how some scribes -- Jesus' enemies -- reacted. They thought he was out of line in saying the man's sins were forgiven. Only God could forgive sins, so by claiming one of God's powers for himself, Jesus was committing blasphemy.

Jesus knew what they were thinking, so he said, "What are you upset about? Which do you think is easier -- to say 'Your sins are forgiven,' or to say, 'Get up and walk?"' Time out now for us to try to answer his question. It is obviously easier to say, "Your sins are forgiven," because there is no way to know for certain. If you say, "Get up and walk," it will quickly become apparent whether you can make it happen.

In any event, Jesus goes on to say, "I will show you that I have the power to forgive sins." That is when he tells the paralyzed man to get up and go home, and he does. By Jesus' own testimony, his power to heal reveals his power to forgive sins.

Illness and individual sins are connected because they are both symptoms of the condition of sin. Jesus conquered the condition of sin-or, put another way, he broke the power of the devil -- once and for all on the cross. He shares his victory with his church in many ways. The paralyzed man's forgiveness and healing are the ones today's Gospel reveals.

That is why the ministry of healing takes place most often at Holy Communion, where there is always a confession of sin and an absolution. When healing is ministered outside of Holy Communion, we rely on the Prayer Book's prayer that the person needing healing be released from sin.

The larger insight here is, of course, that a human being is not just his body, and not ust his mind, and not just his spirit. All three are intertwined and intermingled to make up the whole person. It follows that if there is trouble in one area, it will affect the others.

Toothaches make it tough to think straight. Depression can make you sick. Unabsolved sins and unworked-through problems weigh on every aspect of your life. Jesus wants to heal you. Confessing your sins and asking for healing are the right way to start getting what he wants you to have.

The Collect: O God, forasmuch as without thee we are not able to please thee; Mercifully grant that thy Holy Spirit may in all things direct and rule our hearts; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
The Epistle: Ephesians 4:17-32

The Gospel: St. Matthew 9:1- 8
