What Epiphany Reveals: Healing

Mark 1:21-28


Today we move more deeply into the season of Epiphany, a time of revelation about God and about ourselves. And helping us make that journey is another Epiphany story.


It’s the story of Jesus’ first miracle in Mark’s gospel. In it we find Jesus teaching in the synagogue. He amazes the people there. Mark doesn’t tell us what Jesus taught—just that the people in the synagogue were astounded by the authority of his teaching.


The people in the synagogue aren’t the only ones who recognize Jesus’ power. While he’s teaching, a man with an unclean spirit interrupts the lesson.


Imagine the scene. A man barges into the synagogue and begins shouting: “Hey, Jesus. What are you going to do with my kind? Are you planning to destroy us? I know who you are. You’re God’s holy one.”


The unclean spirit that binds this man—however we might interpret what that means—that spirit recognizes who Jesus is and the authority he has.  


And in case anyone doubts that power, Jesus offers a demonstration. By simply speaking, Jesus silences the spirit and breaks its hold on the man.


Again the story tells us that the people are amazed. But what astounds them isn’t Jesus’ healing of this man, but his teaching. A new teaching. A teaching that has a different kind of authority.


One writer notes that Mark still hasn’t told us anything about what Jesus was teaching, but “he has showed us that Jesus had a power over things that people label as unclean. Mark is making this point: that the will and purpose of God present in Jesus is engaging and fighting against the purposes of evil that exist among humanity. This battle is not fought just at the highest levels of government or industry, but right in the midst of common folk like us. The battle of good versus evil, right versus wrong, life versus death happens amidst the people who are gathered for worship.”


The author continues: “Christ has come to shatter the domineering designs that shackle people to lower standards for life than God intends. Christ has come to free us from the demons like prejudice and pride, greed and guile. Christ is among us, whenever we gather in church, to demonstrate a power among us.  If we devote ourselves to anything less than a divinely directed destiny, we have missed the goal of faith.”


And perhaps that’s the Epiphany revelation this story offers. Perhaps at the core of what Jesus taught and how he lived is the message of healing. A message of God’s great longing for our individual lives and our collective world to be made whole. A message of God’s deep desire to offer us peace that will heal conflict, hope that will heal despair, justice that will heal inequality, and love that will heal fear.


The unclean spirit asks Jesus, “Have you come to destroy us?” And the unspoken answer is yes. This Epiphany story reveals that by breaking the power of the forces that wound and bind our world, Jesus offers healing and wholeness.


And that’s the kind of healing in which that Balfour Mount believes.


Mount, a medical doctor, is professor emeritus of oncology and palliative medicine at Montreal’s McGill University.


When he says he believes in healing, Dr. Mount isn’t speaking of physical healing.


“A person can die healed,” he explains. “What I mean by ‘healing’ is a shift away from anguish and suffering, toward an experience of integrity, wholeness, and inner peace. The ultimate goal of healing is to enable us to be of greater service to others and to the global village of which we are temporary trustees.”


Multiple personal brushes with death have shaped Dr. Mount’s thoughts. He has survived a plane crash, three bouts with cancer, and a heart attack. His experiences also include the deaths of loved ones, his work as a cancer surgeon, and what he describes as the privilege of caring for the dying over three decades.


“Paradoxically,” Mount notes, “the message emerging from these experiences has been about living, not dying. The psyche, it would seem, has an intrinsic tendency toward healing.”


As a result, this physician believes that “healing—like love, celebration, awe, and ecstasy—happens in the present moment, free from ruminations about the past and fears for the future. It involves letting go, a leap of faith, ‘diving not drowning’ as Carl Jung expressed it.


“ALS patient Phil Simmons called it ‘learning to fall.’ We fall from head, to heart; from egoism and defense mechanisms, to forgiveness of ourselves and others. We may thus come to glimpse the staggering potential of our essential selves and experience an awareness of the healing connections that provide meaning, hope, and a sense of an inner peace.”


Dr. Mount believes that healing connections happen at four levels: a sense of connection to self; connection to others; connection to the world perceived through our senses, as with music or the grandeur of nature; and connection to ultimate meaning, however that may be perceived.


Mount shares that while his experience of connection to self has unfolded slowly, throughout his life he’s been enriched beyond measure through each of the other connections. But in spite of that, too often he’s felt trapped by circumstances. Stuck with “Why me?” “Why now?” “What if?” questions of life.


He writes: “I believe my challenge is to open to each moment with acceptance; to listen to my intuition; to develop self-reflective skills; to be more gentle with myself; to think small; to give up illusions of control.


“I believe healing involves a process of opening, slowing, centering, trusting, and accepting. This process leads us away from preoccupation with all that has been lost to a clearer recognition of the potential that remains.


“Finally, I believe that I must take up the journey toward healing anew each day. The renowned Jewish scholar, Hillel, put it succinctly, ‘If I don’t do it, who will do it? If I don’t do it now, when will I do it?’”


During this Epiphany season, perhaps we need to take up the journey toward healing. Perhaps we seek healing for our burdened hearts or bound spirits. Perhaps we long for wholeness for our warring world or wounded earth. Perhaps we yearn for restoration of broken relationships or unrealized hopes.


Regardless of the healing we need, may we embrace Jesus’ message and trust in the power it can have in our lives. Amen.

Invitation to Communion


As I thought about Dr. Mount’s essay, I recalled another definition of healing. One that I’ve found helpful because it points out the difference between healing and a cure.


“A cure is a high-tech medical conquest of disease. Healing becomes possible when a person moves toward wholeness. . . . It is possible to be healed without being cured.”


This meal reminds us of that type of healing. For even though Jesus knew he was gathering for what would be a final meal with his disciples and even though he realized his journey was leading him toward death, he still offered a message of healing and wholeness. A message of hope and promise. A message of grace and love.


And that same message can be ours today as we share together these gifts of bread and cup. And just as Jesus’ message is for everyone, so we invite everyone who would like to share in this meal.
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