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There is a large peninsula of land in Molokai, Hawaii, which is totally isolated from any other land by a high cliff – and it was chosen to be the place where people with the bacterial disease leprosy were sent beginning in the mid 1800s.  The leper colony there housed people of all ages who had been suddenly removed from their homes for the remainder of their lives; children without parents, parents without their children, husbands without their wives, wives without their husbands.  They were true outcasts. Their housing was primitive, the living conditions were horrid and chaos reigned as the colony became more and more crowded.  It was into that context that, in 1864, Fr. Damien chose to go and live.  Fr. Damien was a healthy young priest who believed he could make a difference for Christ through healing prayer.  Did all those lepers get healed from their leprosy? No.  Did Fr. Damien leave the island a healthy man? No, he died there of leprosy at the young age of 49.  
So, what happened here? Where was God?  Does this mean that Fr. Damien did not have enough faith in God? Does this mean that Fr. Damien, and other Christians in the colony, did not pray hard enough or had done something bad in their lives and that is why they got leprosy and were not healed?  Does this mean that if you have asked God for healing for yourself or others and you have not been cured that you do not have enough faith?  No.  Today we will talk about the truth of God’s healing power upon us.  Today’s Gospel is about healing.  It is also a Gospel that has been misinterpreted by some over the ages, and left some people confused about healing.  In it, two people are miraculously healed by Jesus.  First, a father earnestly begs Jesus to heal his little daughter from a fatal illness.  Then, sandwiched in the midst of Jesus healing the daughter, Jesus is stopped in His tracks by another sick person.  This time it is a woman who had a chronic medical problem.  She reached out to Jesus for healing.  
Although these two stories are quite different in terms of the age and situation of the person being healed, they have four things in common, four things that teach us a great deal about how God heals: 
First, the two people who were healed were outcasts.  The little daughter was seen as an outcast because death in that culture was seen as unclean. The woman’s bleeding disorder made her an outcast too. Our society today has different outcasts, but plenty of them:  the handicapped, the poor, the elderly, the sick, and those discriminated against based on race. We see in this Gospel, however, Jesus treats the two outcasts like they are His beloved children!  Jesus even calls the outcast woman “daughter,” which would have been considered appallingly unacceptable in that day and age. The “us” and “them” boundaries that are so prevalent in our culture just don’t exist to Jesus!  I don’t know if you have noticed about how our culture labels people with their affliction, but oh yes – we do, and it is tough.  If you have cancer, you are labeled as someone with the Big C and everyone treats you differently. If you have a disease or a disability, people begin to see that as your primary identity. Not so with Jesus; He sees beyond that to our heart.
Second, both of these stories involved people taking a bold step toward Jesus. They did not wait for an invitation, but rather went right to Jesus, fell at His feet, begged Him, reached out to Him. Jesus does not mind being bugged by us – in fact He expects it. When we have a need, we are to bring it to Him – right away, with honesty, with intensity, with our whole selves.  
Third, these stories both have in common that Jesus stopped what He was doing and helped them right then and there.  In fact, he had the whole crowd wait while he attended to these two people. He stopped and healed them both.
Fourth, these healings were not dependent upon the holiness of the person. Healings by Jesus are NOT about the amount of faith you have when you pray.
So, God wants us healed, wants us to bug Him about our needs, none of us are unworthy to ask for healing, and God heals. Bible study of how God heals reveals to us that when we pray for healing, we (or the person we are praying for) are always healed – healed in some way-- in body, mind, or spirit.  Sometimes that healing may involve a physical cure, but most of the time the healing is something else, something that is less obvious.  Healing goes beyond our aches, pains, and illnesses; it is about restoration: pulling together our broken parts. The way God heals is much bigger than just a cure.  This is where a lot of confusion comes from. I am sure you know people who are angry at God for not curing someone who they prayed for; they blame God for not giving them what they asked for when they asked it.  These people do not understand about what healing is and they missed the true healing that God did!  My friend, Valerie, died of cancer a few weeks ago and she was one of the most healed people I have ever met.  When your exact prayer is not answered in your way, don’t blame God or yourself – but rather be open to how God is healing in your midst, how God is doing something new, surprising. So beginning today, change your understanding of the word “healing” to include much more than physical cures. God’s healing power is holistic, going all the way into our souls.
Twenty years ago, a man in his 50s named Phil was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease.  He and his wife prayed fervently that he might be healed.  This year, he is in the last debilitating stages of the disease.  Nevertheless, he shares with everyone who will listen, ”I have been healed!”  When people listening give him a puzzled look, Phil slowly explains, “Oh, I haven’t been healed of Parkinson’s disease, but I have been healed of my fear of Parkinson’s disease—and that is huge.”  God answered Phil’s prayers differently than he expected, but He answered them and healing occurred.  God is in control of the type of healing that occurs; we are not.  One of the ways to understand how God works is to remember that God is God, and we are not God.  God’s ways are not our ways, the Bible says in Isaiah 55:89.  Prayer is not about us controlling God, flipping a switch so we get whatever we want.  Prayer is all about relationship; to ask something of God is to move into deeper relationship with God, and through that relationship healing happens.  There is always healing when a person is prayed for, and like Phil with Parkinson’s disease, we need to look for the healing in unexpected ways.

Back to the leper colony: Where was the healing there, when the leprosy continued to plague people and even caused Fr. Damien to die? It turns out that Father Damien's arrival was seen as a huge turning point for the community for after he arrived hope also arrived. Under his leadership, laws were enforced, shacks became painted houses, working farms were organized, schools were established, and the church thrived.  People who had been outcasts became accepted, useful members of a society. A community was formed, and God’s love abounded in it.  Oh yes, much healing occurred and God was active in their midst in ways they did not expect.  And, through medical research in this colony a cure for leprosy was discovered.  
Ok, so back to us today. What are we to do, when we or others we know need healing?  We are to both trust in God and trust in God’s provision of medical experts who can treat us.  We are to go to Jesus, reach out and touch Him, beg Him for healing -not hold back, no matter what is wrong.  And then, be alert, look for how God answers those prayers, in His time and not ours – maybe with a physical cure, but more likely with some other kind of healing, healing that might be less obvious and less dramatic but nevertheless highly significant – like a quicker recovery, inner peace, the erasing of fear, resolution of conflict, acceptance in the face of disappointment, hope in the midst of despair, a new friend, a new opportunity, softening a hardened heart.  God is in the business of healing, of lifting us up to a better place, closer to the love of God.  Trust in Him.  Take the step forward to make contact with Jesus and then expect the wonderful unexpected ways He heals. Amen.
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