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6th Sunday in Ordinary Time    15 February 2009

We Gather in God’s Name

 Prelude

*Call to Worship:  The Lord be with you    And also with you

 O give thanks for the Lord is good    God’s love endures forever

 Praise the Lord     The Lord’s name be praised!

*Hymn 394                                                                        There Is a Balm in Gilead
 Invitation to Confession

 Prayer of Confession: O Lord our God! Is it true? Would we really rather have people bankrupt just to pay for healing? Would we really rather go into debt to pay for war, financial institutions and corporations instead of funding health care? Are we so cruel and coldly indifferent to the anguish of the world and too self absorbed to choose what Jesus chose? You know as well as we do that all these mean, ugly, nasty facts are true of us poor self deceived strangers to the truth. We cannot ask for mercy when we are not merciful. Relying on your grace, mercy and peace made known in Jesus of Nazareth, we beg and plead for forgiveness and the time to change and choose what Jesus chose to do.     Declaration of Forgiveness

*The Passing of the Peace    *Gloria Patri

 Welcome, joys, concerns, announcements
We Proclaim God’s Word

 Prayer for Illumination

 First reading                                                                                        2 Kings 5.1−14

*Psalm 30, Hymnal 181                                                               Come Sing to God

 Second reading                                                                     1 Corinthians 9.24−29

 Anthem

 Gospel reading                                                                                    Mark 1.40−45

 Children sing    Time with children: Abraham Lincoln and Charles Darwin

 Sermon                                                                                   Jesus Chooses to Heal
Dearly beloved!

As I explained to our children, Lincoln and Darwin were very much children of 19th century humanism. While both their wives were devoted Christians, neither Lincoln nor Darwin believed in any sort of authoritarian and dogmatic Christianity. Lincoln stated several times that he could no6t in good conscience join any church that required people to believe in a set creed or dogma. So, he did not become a Presbyterian like his wife Mary Todd, a member of a slave owning Old School Presbyterian family. He liked the Methodist emphasis on the abolition of slavery and Mary Todd often lost her temper in arguments with her husband. 

    Darwin was the opposite of Lincoln. Lincoln was outgoing, friendly, quick on his feet. Darwin was reserved, quiet, shy, a careful, plodding, scientist- scholar. Both men lost dearly beloved children and were inconsolably grief stricken. This was before Darwin’s theory of evolution had matured enough to produce the germ theory of illness. People just mysteriously fell ill and died, or got better. People developed a number of herbal remedies and rituals performed by faith healers over the centuries and some rather invasive surgeries until the Darwinian theory informed scientists experimented and discovered bacteria, germs, viruses and a host of causes of illnesses and then developed the various medicines, vaccinations and sera which could heal us of our various fatal maladies.
    Both Lincoln and Darwin represented the humanist education curriculum. Lincoln was self-taught while Darwin was university taught. One way or another, both men studied grammar, rhetoric, poetry, history and moral philosophy according to the ancient Greco-Roman philosophers. The Enlightenment Humanism which informed the Protestant and Deist cultures of both men had evolved various alternatives to religious theories, dogmas and rigid authoritative demands. Utilitarian, pragmatic, existential, person centered social, economic and political practices developed in the 19th century and shaped the world changing contributions of both Darwin and Lincoln. 
    The forms of Christian piety, like the forms of Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist, Shinto, Muslim and other pieties that survived the challenges of modern humanism had to become less rigid, dogmatic and authoritarian and concentrate more on the subjects, studies and disciplines of scientific humanism. The 19th and 20th centuries were full of existential theologians like Karl Barth and Paul Tillich, Personalist theologians like Edgar Brightman and Martin Luther King Jr. and the Marxist liberation Palestinian, Lebanese, Central and South American and African as well as various North American minority groups’ theologians emerged to challenge the authoritarian dogmatism and rigid, racist practices of fundamentalist and liberal imperialistic forms of Christian theology. The Confession of 1967 followed the Barmen Theological Declaration among Presbyterians to signify our shift from the old dogmatic, rigid ways of double predestination Calvinism into the ways of mathematics, philosophy, history, anthropology, aesthetics, ontology, ethics and politics which valued human beings above all else and started re-examining the human impact on the environment and each other. The humanist theologians, with their atheist and agnostic humanist classmates, concentrated on how to develop autonomous, rational and progressive human beings. The schools, colleges and universities, clinics, hospitals, orphanages and settlement houses for immigrants developed by Jesuits, Dominicans, Presbyterians, Methodists, Baptists, Lutherans, Jews, Muslims and other post-enlightenment religions helped heal the nations. We are thankful for Charles Darwin and Abraham Lincoln.
    Western Christians, led by the Roman Catholic Church after the Civil Rights and Peace Movements of the mid-20th century in the 2nd Vatican Council, developed a new lectionary of daily and Sunday Bible readings which eliminated the sorts of texts which led to rigid, authoritarian, dogmatic developments in religion and concentrated on including those texts ably represented by our Bible readings on this 6th Sunday of Ordinary Time in Year B of this three year Ecumenical Common Lectionary. We are thankful for the existentialist, Personalist and other types of humanist theology that evolved from the works of such persons as influenced Lincoln and Darwin.
    Our Gospel today depicts Jesus choosing to heal a leper who cried out to him to be cleansed. Throughout our history Christians have imitated Jesus and worked with lepers around the world. Christian medical missionaries of all denominations worked on discovering the ways and means to prevent and treat leprosy. While leprosy still exists, the non-authoritarian, non-dogmatic religious communities work with the nations afflicted by this disease to develop the sanitary infrastructure necessary to prevent it and supply the medicine to treat it. We must give thanks that Christianity has evolved from the evil days of rigid authoritarianism into humanist, healing forms.
    The struggle to prevent and heal leprosy like Jesus had existed for centuries in Jewish history. The story of the anonymous Jewish slave girl who gave leprosy healing instructions to her Assyrian General of the Army oppressor exemplifies the universal power of a healing prophet, Elisha. Naturally General Na’aman did not want to wash in the Jordan River, not even once, let alone seven times. His army had just polluted the main Israeli river. So, he threatened Elisha with death if his condition worsened and when he was healed after washing in the river, he tried to thank Elisha with expensive gifts which, of course, the Israeli prophet refused. Jesus also, unlike the healers of his day, refused to receive any monetary reward for healing. The will to heal even her enemy signified God’s supreme power to cross over the dividing walls of hostile powers that seek to hurt, divide and conquer others with God’s free gift of healing power over leprosy. We are thankful for the hearts and minds of scientists, physicians and religious humanists who have joined the mission of healing.
    The race for a cure has become the rallying cry for various organizations devoted to healing every malady from Breast and Ovarian Cancers to the various systemic dystrophies and more. The apostle Paul based his version of Christianity on the rule of adaptation (when in Rome, do as the Romans do, only better). So the Olympic athletic culture became his motto in our epistle reading today. He urged the otherwise pleasure seeking, loose living Corinthian Christians to ascetically discipline their minds to think good thoughts, their actions to do good deeds and their language to speak good words. He wanted them to train in spiritual zeal as strenuously as athletes. Do not believe for a minute that the Romans did not have their share of substance abusing athletes, either!
     Jesus chose to heal. Lincoln chose to heal a nation torn apart by one of the most horrible wa5rs in all human history. Darwin’s research and writing led to the deployment of the theory of Evolution, which in turn provided the most effective scientific method ever for developing sera and medicines to heal the kinds of diseases from which his daughter and Lincoln’s son died in childhood. Religious humanism works hand in glove with the secular, and even with the atheist humanists. When we revised the latest version of our Form of Government and Directory for Worship we replaced all the words of authority and power with the much more healing word, responsibility. Nowadays religious humanists work diligently for the civil and reproductive rights of women, access to birth control, civil divorce and child custody laws, an end to all racial, religious, gender and sexuality bias and capital punishment. We work for peace and justice with and on behalf of voiceless oppressed folks around the world and in our nation. Jesus came to heal people of every disease and affliction and so do we. Jesus chose to heal a leper who told him that he could be healed if Jesus chose to do so. We must be thankful that Jesus chose to heal the leprous man and so did out ancestors and so do our contemporaries.
    If you choose to accept Jesus as your Lord and Savior, will you also share his decision to heal? If you choose to become a healer like Jesus, will you support health care for all as a right and not as either a responsibility or a privilege? If you choose to believe in and follow Jesus the healer, you may want to receive anointing with oil and laying on of hands, not as some kind of magic act, but as a sign of God’s decision to heal you of every disease and affliction. I believe this is the preaching of the words of God, to God alone be glory and praise, now and always. Amen.

*Hymn 380                                                                                  O Christ the Healer

*Affirmation of Faith: Please print James 5.13-16

 The Pastoral Rite of Wholeness

    Those who want and are able, please come to the Pastor to receive 

    Anointing with oil and laying on of hands with a blessing. If you cannot

    come but want the Pastor to come to you, just raise your hand after the 

    others have participated.
 Offering
We Give Thanks to God

*Doxology

 Prayer of Dedication

 Let us give thanks to the Lord our God

 It is right to give our thanks and praise

 Prayer of Thanksgiving

 The Lord’s Prayer (debts and debtors)

We Go in God’s Name

*Hymn 351                                                        Give to Me, Lord a Thankful Heart

*Charge and blessing                                                                       Alleluia! Amen.

*Response
 Postlude

Rev. Ralph Garlin Clingan, PhD is again with us, and will return 1, 8 and 15 of March and Palm/Passion Sunday, 5 April.
