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Several months ago, when a small group of us gathered at Bethany to think about themes for the upcoming months, three words kept rising to the surface—Compassion, Forgiveness and Healing. Each could have easily stood on their own for a quiet day or one of these monthly services, but the more we talked the more it became clear that those three words—those idea—are so completely bound up in each other that to separate them is impossible.


Last month, Ellie told the riveting story of her recent trip to Rwanda—what she saw—the stories she heard—her need to grapple with the horrific nature of the acts perpetrated between tribes and the complicity of the colonial system in encouraging it. She could not begin to imagine any path that could move from brokenness to wholeness for those individuals who were tortured, or for that matter for an entire country so in need of healing. How to even begin?

Thank God, and I do mean Thank God, most of us will never experience the systemic, violent horror that happened between the Hutu’s and the Tutsi or any one of  the multitude of atrocities that have been perpetrated around the world. In the face of such violence, forgiveness becomes almost incomprehensible. So we look in awe to the Nelson Mandela’s, the Dali Lama’s, the Desmond Tutu’s -- those who somehow have risen above their pain and suffering to preach and live out the compassion, forgiveness, and justice that might heal the world.


But even if we never have to personally live though such hurt and violence, each of us carries within our own brokenness—those places of woundedness in need of deep healing. At some point—hopefully after the innocence of the young has faded, we begin to understand that it is impossible to go through life without experiencing the pain of disease, heartbreak, betrayal—either to ourselves or to someone we love. And as many of us know, sometimes, it is the pain of our loved ones that hurts even more.  Our brokenness is legion claiming parts of us physically, spiritually or emotionally.  Sometimes it seeps its way out throbbing through our bodies-- written across our faces; but other times, that pain is etched deep in the recesses of our hearts buried by time or the need to forget. 

To live is to rejoice, and love, and wonder, but it is also to suffer and to be afflicted body and soul. At the core of our humanity, we reckon with the deep desire for healing in our world and in ourselves. From the beginning of Genesis to the final words in Revelation, we are reminded of our brokenness AND God’s presence.  In the midst of all suffering, God Is. God is present and God will not leave us alone even when we do not feel that to be true. Still, how very human to ask, “Is God here, now? How does God “allow” it to continue?” Whatever it is.  “When will the healing ever happen?”

I wonder if Jesus wrestled with those questions the way we do today? But then how could he not? We certainly know that Jesus recognized pain and suffering—his own and other people’s. He knew about the need for forgiveness of ourselves. He understood how our unwillingness to forgive hardens our hearts and blocks the possibility of healing. 
 
As he walked from place to place words of forgiveness were always on his lips and healing was in his heart---that is what he did; it is who he was--a healer. People on the side of the road, mother-in-laws, children, women, friends, and strangers.  The outcast and untouchables, the scary folk others turned away from-- no one was beyond Jesus’ power to save. And every time, his healing was different. He lay on hands, healed from a distance, looked them in the eye. Sometimes sins needed to be forgiven and other times, it was never mentioned. Questions were asked and answered… and sometimes not. Jesus used words, and spit, and silence. There was never one formula; healing was as unique as each individual human heart is unique in God’s eyes.
And in the case of the Gospel story tonight, God used others as companions in healing. When a man could not get to Jesus—when he was his most helpless and vulnerable —his friends not only stood with him, they chose to help him surmount every obstacle to make that happen. They did not give up or rest --physically carrying, digging, taking risks, persistent—in their prayerful action. Ahhh…to have such friends; to be such a friend. What blessing!

The church has long understood that, while God alone heals, God also works powerfully in community when we gather and witness to each other’s pain. So it is we come together tonight to this holy place thick with prayers seeking softened hearts so that we might offer and receive forgiveness.  We come, seeking compassion for ourselves and the world. We come upholding each other. We come bringing our brokenness and pain. We come. Amen
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