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Blind Bartimaeus:  suddenly, miraculously, he was no longer blind, and Jesus said to him, “Go; your faith has made you well.”  You know, just between you and me and the gatepost, I wrestle with Bible stories like this one, stories which some use to link human faith to miraculous cures.  I do believe that for God nothing is impossible, and so, within my own theological meanderings, there’s a place for miracles, for stunning things which breach mortal boundaries and defy human understanding.  And I think that human faith really is enormously powerful – I’m going to say more about that in a minute.  But I don’t think faith prompts curing miracles.  I do think that prayer energy supports and strengthens the sick, and those who tend them.  I just don’t think faith is this sort of megaphone you can use to make your voice loud enough to get God’s attention, so you can persuade God that because you and others are fervently, faithfully praying, God should be greatly impressed and therefore convinced to make a miracle, cure a disease, stop a death.


What I do think is that these human bodies of ours just aren’t made to last all that long.  They’re subject to all sorts of maladies, both congenital and contracted, and eventually they wear out.  


Eventually, these human bodies just won’t be able to support us any longer, won’t be useful to us any more, will just give out.  The frailty of our human bodies, the inevitability of death:  that’s all simply part of human reality.  The reality is, some physical maladies don’t go away, and faith can’t make them go away.  The reality is that death, at any age and however it might happen, whether by a congenital condition or by a disease or by some tragic accident or by someone else’s violence or by suicide or just by the growing old process, the reality is that death is what happens when our bodies can’t work for us anymore, and faith can’t make death go away either.  The good news, of course, is that eventually we won’t need these bodies any more, not in the next life.


But, that’s another sermon.  Back to faith.  We hear Jesus himself saying that Bartimaeus’ faith made him well.  Does Ilene Dunn have the audacity to disagree with Jesus?  No; I think two things happened that day.  One thing had to do solely with God, that miraculous cure, a strong demonstration of God’s power to do what humanity deems impossible.  But it was the other thing which had to do with faith, and that other thing was wellness.  You know that being cured and being well are not the same thing.  You know people who get over diseases, but who still are not well, are not whole, whose way of living is still messed up, still pretty sick.

Conversely, you know people who are not cured, but who are well, people with chronic physical maladies who nonetheless live life fully and productively and with joy and gratitude.  The enormous power of faith has to do with wellness, not the power to cure us, the power to make us well.  But what is faith?  You know it isn’t just a matter of certain beliefs, Christian beliefs.  You know people who walk other sacred paths, along the way of other religions, people in whom there is profound faith.  And, as for us Christians, we don’t all hold exactly the same beliefs, yet despite our differing beliefs, in all of us there’s faith.  Faith isn’t just a matter of beliefs, so, what exactly is it?


Last Wednesday I asked the group that question, and what ensued was a most lively, thought-provoking and heart-touching discussion.  But there was plenty of frustration, too, each of us searching for words to describe faith.  And the deeper we tried to go, the fewer words seemed available.  Believe you me, I was right in there with them struggling for words, too.


What I wound up saying finally is that faith is a “just knowing,” just knowing, a knowing that’s real different from knowledge that can be taught.  But, the way I see it, faith isn’t something that has to be taught.  I think all of us human beings are born with it.  That “just knowing,” I think it’s an innate ability we all have to sense the presence of the sacred.

And I think it’s a sense which exists right along with our senses of hearing, seeing, smelling, tasting, touching, every bit as real.  We have this ability to sense that there’s something big and steady and reliable and trustworthy out there, in here, everywhere, not distant but nearby, to “just know” that “it,” if you will, really exists and is not distant but nearby.  We can’t find words to fully describe it, that presence we sense.  We don’t even have words adequate to describe our own sensation of sensing, our own experience of sacred presence, how it feels.  And we can’t explain why it is that sometimes our sensing ability seems more acute than at other times.  Nor can we explain why it is that different things evoke that sensing in different people, why it is that for some people the sensing ability seems more alive outside, in the beauty of nature, while for others the ability to sense the sacred is evoked by art, music, poetry, sacred dance, meditation, maybe the sight of a newborn child.  Nor can we explain why some people pretty much reject their own ability to sense sacred presence.

True, even those of us don’t deny that ability, often we do neglect it, too busy to just sit for a little while and sense the presence of God.  And, also true, sometimes our ability to “just know” takes a battering, when others scoff and that scoffing leads us to devalue our sensing ability, sometimes to doubt that it even exists.

Nevertheless, I think that our ability to sense sacred presence is real, and really, really powerful.  Its enormous power, it’s the power to heal us into wellness, not to cure us of physical maladies, but to heal into wellness that soul-deep part of us which experiences profound anxiety and anguish and existential loneliness.  See, there’s something about sitting down for a while to “just know.”  There’s something about consciously opening yourself up to be aware of the God nearby.  Somehow it lightens the darkness that’s making your soul hurt.  Somehow it lifts into healing the troubles that are making your heart hurt.  Your aches and pains are still there – not miraculously cured.  That dream which got smashed is still smashed – not miraculously fulfilled.  That person you loved so much who died is still dead – not miraculously resuscitated.  Those problems you’ve been losing sleep over are still there – not miraculously solved.  That relationship that got broken is still broken – not miraculously fixed.  And yet…and yet, sitting there “just knowing,” sensing the nearness of sacred presence, something happens.  And you know what?  I’d call what happens a miracle, the kind of miracle which does involve faith.  It may not be the great big miracle you wish would happen – it’s just a little miracle – but it’s big enough to make a big difference in your life.

Sitting there, “just knowing,” sensing the loving presence of God not distant but right there beside you, there comes this exquisite feeling of peace, of something in you healing into wellness, wholeness.  There’s this peace-filled confidence that, even though all your problems are still there, you’re going to be able to get through what you need to get through.  Sitting there, sensing the presence of the sacred oh so near to you, you suddenly really and truly feel better, more whole, more together, much, much more serene, as if the softest, warmest blanket had been snuggled around you.  The power of faith, it helps you walk the sacred path to live fully alive and whole as a Christian, and it helps others to live along their sacred paths.

Next Sunday, we’re going to delve into this same Bible story again, because there’s something else in this story about life as a Christian.  We’re going to go back to that question Jesus asked, “What do you want me to do for you?’’  But meanwhile, maybe this week you’ll find time, or make time, to “just know,” to sense the presence of God oh so very near to you.  If for you being outdoors evokes your own sacred-sensing ability, go outside for a while.  If it’s art or music or something else, go there.  Go where you need to go, to breathe and “just know”, to breathe in sacred peace, to let that soft warm blanket be snuggled around you, that blanket of wellness, that miracle of well-being.  “Go,” said Jesus, “your faith has made you well.”
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