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Imagine a very old, very ornate mansion recently restored to its original grandeur to become a museum of art, to display the amazing collection amassed by the generations of the family who lived there.  You walk up the long, wide path paved with old bricks and ancient stones.  You gaze up at the mansion, its many chimneys, its beveled windows, its very large and intricately carved front door.  You see that grand door today flung wide open, like a gigantic smile welcoming all to come on in, come see, come listen – as it were – to stories told by paintings, sculptures, tapestries, mosaics.  You step through the doorway and catch your breath in awe:  the foyer is huge, a vast expanse of colors and textures and shapes, the foyer an artwork itself.  And, in all its glory and splendor before you, is a spectacular circular staircase, gracefully curving around and up and up to the second story landing.  You stand there in the foyer a long time, taking it all in, seeing everything that’s in it.  Or at least you thought you’d seen everything in the foyer, but when you take a few steps up the stairway and glance back down, you notice something beautiful which had escaped your attention before.  Then, climbing higher and again glancing down, again you see something you hadn’t seen before.  Why are you just now seeing it?

The foyer hasn’t changed; none of its treasures has been moved, but you’ve moved, each step up giving you a different perspective, as if to see with new eyes.  And that’s sort of the way it is with us and the Bible, I think.  You read a certain Bible story, then a few years later you read that story again, and then later on you read it again, each time noticing something you hadn’t noticed before.  It’s the same story; it hasn’t changed, but you have.  What you’ve experienced in your own life between readings has given you a different perspective, eyes to see what you just weren’t in a position to see before.

So, each Wednesday afternoon, we honor that circular stairway experience with the Bible.  We read aloud a particular Bible passage, the one which Kenny or I will use for the next Sunday’s sermon, and then, the question is asked:  What words or phrases are catching your attention today; what are you noticing that you haven’t noticed before?  The invitation is to be where you are, standing on whatever step on the stairway is yours, with whatever is going on in your life right now, and from that perspective, which is uniquely your own, to look into the story and see what’s there for you to see today.

Last Wednesday I read aloud this story about Jesus, lepers, healing, thanksgiving, a very familiar story, a wonder-filled story, to be sure.  And, the questions I asked the group, I asked of myself as well.  But, I didn’t notice anything in it that I hadn’t noticed before.

That just didn’t happen until Phin Washer read aloud the same story, but from a different translation of the Bible.  Then I saw it, what I hadn’t noticed ever before, something in the very first sentence of the passage.  This story isn’t just a wonderful story but really an awesome metaphor for just about the whole ministry of Jesus and for the way healing works, but sometimes doesn’t work, in our lives.

Listen again to the first sentence, as translated in the New Revised Version:  “On the way to Jerusalem Jesus was going through the region between Samaria and Galilee.”  Put like that, all I was hearing was a rather matter-of-fact statement about where Jesus was geographically located on that long ago day.  But the way Eugene Peterson says it, in his translation titled The Message, caught my attention.  He says that Jesus “crossed over the border between Samaria and Galilee” – that phrase, “crossed over the border,” is what grabbed my attention.  Isn’t that a wonderful metaphor for just about the whole ministry of Jesus?  Isn’t that what Jesus was always doing, crossing over social borders, or over borders drawn by a religion’s rules and rites?  Wasn’t he forever crossing the borders we human beings devise, all those artificial walls we create and which separate and alienate, male from female, rich from poor, sick from healthy, young from old, one religion from another religion, one nation from another nation?

And wasn’t Jesus always crossing those other kinds of borders, too, like the walls we assume to be insurmountable between what’s possible and what’s impossible, between what’s mortal and what’s divine, between this life and the next, between finite and eternal?  Wasn’t Jesus constantly crossing borders and calling people to cross over with him?  And isn’t that what healing is about, God working in our lives, opening the way for us to cross over a border into new life?

Thing is, it seems that the crossing over doesn’t always happen, that healing doesn’t always land us on the other side.  A healing happened: we got through something we didn’t think we could survive; we discovered an open door, a door we didn’t know was there; we felt ourselves moving out of dark night into a new day’s light, to be what we thought we’d never again be:  happy.  But the happiness doesn’t stick, doesn’t stick around; it comes and goes, as shards of the past and its pain continue to intrude.  It’s as if the past hasn’t let of us, or we haven’t let go of the past, just can’t let go to cross all the way over the border into new life, to be, not just healed and happy, but truly well.

What holds us back?  Well, I think a member of the Wednesday group said it well, exactly what this story suggests, that what allows us to cross over is coming to consciousness, to full mindfulness about what really happened, where that healing really came from.

We just don’t cross over until we listen to what the faith voice inside of us is saying, that it wasn’t just time which healed or the special care of people around us or some inner strength of our own, but really and truly a gift from God.  See, it’s one thing to experience healing, quite another to realize where that healing came from, and there’s something about that realization which makes all the difference.  The realization that God’s been working in your life, that awesome realization is what lifts your heart to cross all the way over the border, to breathe as if with new breath, to say “Thank you, God” like you’ve never said it before.  The realization that God has been healing your life, healing your heart, loving you that much:  that conscious realization is what brings the healing to full bloom.  It’s what lifts all of you - heart, mind and soul -  to praise God, and to say “Thank you,” not just as a matter of good manners, but as an expression of soul-deep wonder and joy.  The realization of where your healing came from, that’s what lifts all that you are to cross all the way over the border.  “Then [Jesus] said to [the Samaritan], ‘Get up and go on your way; your faith has made you well.’”
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