
Lay Reader Sermon Series I

The Twenty-fourth Sunday after Trinity


psalter:
Psalm 86
1st lesson:
2nd Kings 4:18-37
2nd lesson:
Matthew 9:18-26
The Presence and Power of Christ
"And, behold, a woman, which was diseased with an issue of blood twelve years, came behind him, and touched the hem of his garment: for she said within herself. If I may but touch his garment, I shall be whole. But Jesus turned him about, and when he saw her, he said, Daughter, be of good comfort; thy faith hath made thee whole. And the woman was made whole from that hour." (Matthew 9:20-22)

This unfortunate person's illness made her ritually unclean. Therefore she had very limited social contact with other people, and couldn't take part at all in synagogue worship. Her condition of uncleanness was probably the reason she came behind Christ, rather than facing Him.

Matthew tells us that she touched the "hem" or "fringe" of His garment. What she touched was one of the four blue tassels a devout Jew was required by the Fifteenth chapter of Numbers to have on his outer garment, as a reminder "to remember all the commandments of the Lord, to do them." (Numbers 15:38-41) In his account of this miracle, Mark tells us that she "immediately . . . felt in her body that she was healed of her disease."(Mark 5:29)
The New Testament has a good deal to say about a touch as a way of conveying the power of God. The Gospel for today, read as the second lesson, begins with a request by a ruler (of a synagogue) who said to our Lord, "My daughter is even now dead: but come and lay thy hand upon her, and she shall live."

On another occasion, when Christ had crossed with His disciples from the eastern to the western side of the Sea of Galilee, and landed at the Plain of Gennesaret, news of His presence there spread rapidly. The people of the region "brought to him all that were sick, and besought him that they might only touch the fringe of his garment; and as many as touched it were made well." (Matthew 14:34-36)
Saint Mark writes that when Jesus went back on one visit to Nazareth to preach there, He met such a negative reception that He "could do no mighty work . . . except that he laid his hands upon a few sick people and healed them." (Mark 6:5) In the same chapter, Mark reports that Jesus sent out the Twelve to teach and preach; and they also "anointed with oil many that were sick and healed them." (Mark 6:7-13)
In his Epistle, James asks, "Is any sick among you? let him call for the elders of the church; and let them pray over him, anointing him. with oil in the name of the Lord: And the prayer of faith shall save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him up; and if he have committed sins, they shall be forgiven him." (James 5:14-15)
The Lord's example of laying on of hands for the healing of the sick, the disciples' use of anointing, and James' exhortation about calling the elders of the church during times of illness all come together in the Prayer Book service of Unction of the Sick (not Extreme Unction), on page 320. Here anointing with oil, which involves making the sign of the cross on the forehead of the person receiving Unction, or the laying on of hands, is used in a brief service which conveys to us the grace and forgiveness of God in a time of particular need. It is a part of the ministry of every priest; and where it has been neglected, Christians have been deprived of the blessings it brings, and groups have sometimes grown up which have distorted the healing ministry, and refused to use the benefits of medical science.

The laying on of the Bishop's hands is used in Confirmation for, as we believe, the conveying of the strengthening gifts of the Holy Spirit for the life and work of a member of the Church. In the service for Ordination to the Priesthood, the ordinand receives the laying on of hands by the Bishop and Presbyters, with these words, "Receive the Holy Ghost for the Office and work of a Priest in the Church of God, now committed unto thee by the imposition of our hands." (Prayer Book; page 546)
In the miracles recorded in today's Gospel lesson, and in these other instances, we have these aspects. We have the presence and power of Christ, the Son of God, all made possible by the Incarnation, the Word's becoming flesh, the greatest miracle of all. We have the outward signs and actions, such as the laying on of hands, and words spoken, which by our Lord's promises impart to us His saving power. And we have hearts open to Christ in repentance and faith; as He said to the woman after she was healed, "Daughter, be of good comfort; thy faith hath made thee whole." Or as he said to the distraught father of the little girl, Mark tells us, "Be not afraid, only believe." (Mark 5:36)
In the questions and answers on Holy Communion in the Second Office of Instruction, we have an emphasis on these outward and inward aspects or parts of the Sacraments, because that is certainly one of the topics we're thinking about today. The "outward part or sign of the Lord's Supper is, Bread and Wine;" with, of course, we can add, the appropriate words and prayers. "The inward part . . . is the Body and Blood of Christ, which are spiritually taken and received by the faithful in the Lord's Supper." Receiving these great gifts brings, as the Prayer Book says, "the strengthening and refreshing of our souls by the Body and Blood of Christ;" and, we can add, the strengthening and refreshing of the Christian fellowship of God's people.

There must also be hearts open to Christ in repentance and faith. The Prayer Book calls on those who desire to come to Communion to examine themselves to see "whether they repent them truly of their former sins . . . to have a lively faith in God's mercy through Christ, with a thankful remembrance of his death; and to be in charity with all men." (Prayer Book; page 295) For all of which we can ask God for the help of the Holy Spirit.

The words of administration in the service of Holy Communion emphasize these outward and inward aspects of the sacramental presence of Christ. The priest says, as he hands us the bread, "The Body of our Lord Jesus Christ, which was given for thee, preserve thy body and soul unto everlasting life." The bread is discernible, of course, by our sense of touch, thus continuing the theme from the New Testament of our Lord's use of this means to make Himself present with us in His healing power. By faith we discern His spiritual Body here with us to save both body and soul. The second half of this sentence of administration reminds us of the need for our inward response of faith and thanksgiving: "Take and eat this in remembrance that Christ died for thee, and feed on him in thy heart by faith with thanksgiving."
The fullness of Christian life and tradition, and of the Gospel, includes reading, teaching, preaching and living by the Word of God in Holy Scripture; this fullness also brings to us the Sacraments, tangible means for our Lord to make His power present with us. We need these also. They are part of the good news that Christ came to minister to the whole person, body and soul. The man and the woman in the New Testament lesson for today turned to Christ with faith; as He blessed and helped them, He will likewise do for us as we come with faith in Him.
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