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Epiphany 7B – Healing Focus

Peace, Seattle

Mark 2:1-12

PRAYER WITH LEGS

The summer sun has disappeared behind the rugged mountain ridge, and the temperature along the river has begun its slow decline from triple digits. 

The trays of cooked salmon, beans, and fry bread are gone but stories and laughter are on the rise at Katamin, the ancient ceremonial site at the confluence of the Klamath and Salmon Rivers.

Anticipation mounts as a man bends to kindle the fire for the Brush Dance, a ceremonial Dance practiced among the Karuk, Yurok, Hupa and Tolowa peoples of Northwestern California. 

The Dance gets its English name from the long shafts of cut branches that are held by Dancers during parts of the ceremony, but actually the Brush Dance is a healing Dance, which commands the involvement of the entire gathered community.

When I say DANCE perhaps images of Salsa, Zumba, Contra, or Ballroom come to mind.  

But this Dance is entirely different. It is a spiritual Dance in which Dancers, Singers and community members each take a role in an ancient choreography of prayer.  


Their purpose? To gather the community around a child in need of healing. 

When the time is right the call goes out: COME GET YOUR FEATHERS! 

And men and boys, and eligible young women, gather to put on special regalia.

Finally, with everything in place and every one was ready, the procession begins:  

· The girls with woven hats, shell necklaces, and decorated deerskin aprons, 

· and the men and boys of all ages, outfitted with their own special regalia, walk down the earthen ramp into the Dance pit and take up their places along the cedar planked perimeter.  

The community closes ranks around the pit; the hum of conversation is hushed.

An elder intones the first heavy song and the Dancers begin moving in rhythm—

bare feet on packed earth, hands and arms intertwined, swaying dresses singing.  

For four days the songs and rhythms of the Dance gather and focus the prayers of the people as they confront a world out of balance and seek the collective power of God’s healing action.

Being present at Dances like this when I served Native American communities in Northwestern California was a powerful experience for me.

And the thing that most impressed me was:

(1) Not just a handful, but the whole community gathered around the child to offer prayer.

(2) Their prayers had legs.  The entire Dance from Thursday to Sunday was one long prayer session acted out physically, bodily, as well as mentally, verbally and spiritually.

I wasn’t sure I understood it all, but it moved me.  

My experience with that Brush Dance, and other Dances that followed, helped me to understand prayer in a whole new dimension.  As an act of a community.  As prayer with legs.

Let’s turn to the gospel.

When Jesus returns to Capernaum after preaching around Galilee, the news gets out quickly that he is home. People have seen his gift for healing at work, and they are hungry for more.  

Soon the house is filled to overflowing; people are spilling out into the streets. 

Into this crowd come four men carrying a stretcher with their paralyzed friend. 

They have hopes that their friend will be seen—perhaps touched—by Jesus. 

But the narrow street and the home’s entry are so jammed, they can’t get through. 

But these friends?  They’re resourceful.   They aren’t going to take NO for an answer!  

If they can’t go through the door, then why not try the roof?

So, boosting and pulling each other up onto the roof, they hoist up their friend, and then, Mark tells us, they literally dig a hole down through the sticks and straw and mud, so they can lower their paralyzed friend down to Jesus. 

I love this scene!  Can you imagine?!

· The house crowded with people, all jockeying to get closer to Jesus; 

· faces filling up doorframes and windows; 

· children sitting on parents’ shoulders;

· the temperature rising; 

· the air thick with expectation, and the aroma of all those bodies at close quarters.

Everyone has their eyes and ears trained on Jesus, listening to his every word…

…and in the midst of this, all of a sudden they hear this dull thud coming from above, and then the sound gets louder.  

· Pieces of the ceiling start to fall, 

· chunks of dried mud and sticks begin pouring down, 

· dust is choking the air… 

· and there’s commotion as the people—and Jesus too—try to figure out what’s going on. 

Suddenly a shaft of sunlight fills the room.  Down through the hole jumps one man, then another.  Reaching up, they guide the stretcher down, the stretcher bearing their friend. 


That’s what I call prayer with legs!

Now, what happens next can be easy to miss, it goes by so quickly.  

Jesus, taking all this in, seeing their faith—their prayer with legs on behalf of their friend—turns to the paralytic and says: SON, YOUR SINS ARE FORGIVEN. 

So, you see, the man on the stretcher receives forgiveness and healing not because of his own faith, which isn’t mentioned, but because Jesus is moved by the faith of his community!

Intercessory prayer—prayer we offer for the sake of another—is one of the most powerful tools we have been given in our ministry with one another.  

And sometimes the most effective form of that prayer is prayer with legs.

Prayer with legs is prayer that acts upon the impulse to go and visit the friend, neighbor, brother or sister whom God brings to mind.

Prayer with legs means that our faith is acted out in simple, concrete acts and gestures of caring, concern and compassion.

Prayer with legs means we take the risk of trusting that with God, all things are possible.

Today, in this liturgy of healing, we are providing space for prayer with legs—and not only legs but prayer with hearts and hands and voices.  

All you who desire to receive prayer for yourself or someone you love, are invited to come forward as you are comfortable doing so.  There’s no pressure…the invitation is open.

There are many forms of healing.  And rite of anointing and laying on hands is not magic.

It does not ensure or guarantee healing. God’s response to our intercession may not always be what we ask or expect.  Nonetheless we lay claim to the promises of God, promises which come to fullness in Jesus, God’s son, our Savior.

In the gospel story, Jesus’ first action, proclaiming God’s forgiveness, may not have been exactly what the man’s advocates were hoping for.   Would they have dug their way through that roof for a pronouncement of forgiveness?  Maybe.  Maybe not.   

Nonetheless, like them, we put our trust in God’s mercy, believing that this mercy is intended not only for those whom Jesus touched and healed during his earthly ministry, but also for us and for those we love, and this whole broken down world.   

As we look to Christ, we put aside all that would keep us paralyzed, we stand up through the power of God, we pick up our stretchers, and we go about God’s mission here and now, in the places and among the people God has called us together to serve.

Amen.
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