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Gifted, Restored, Astounded
We talked last week about what it means to be a welcoming community - the breadth and depth of that. Today, in the reading from James, we get another reminder related to welcoming... to not show partiality.

Today I want to move on to our second theme of September: “Be restored.”  And I want to jump to the end of today’s Gospel lesson first. Jesus heals a woman’s daughter via long distance, and then he heals a deaf man with a speech impediment. Afterward, Mark writes this: “They were astounded beyond measure, saying, “He has done everything well; he even makes the deaf to hear and the mute to speak.”” (Mark 7:37)  Or, in The Message, “... but they talked it up all the more, beside themselves with excitement. “He’s done it all and done it well. He gives hearing to the deaf, speech to the speechless.””

So... a  question for you today: What astounds you beyond measure?

(wait for responses)

Here are a few things that astound me beyond measure and beyond words:

· air travel
· the things that doctors and nurses and mental health professionals do every day
· people who invent, discover, and make advances in science and technology
· the beauty of a trout and the majesty of a bighorn sheep
· teachers, especially teachers of children
· the Jason Mraz concert that Julia and I attended at Red Rocks last Sunday night, and the talent of the musicians - women and men - in his band
SITUATION - Jesus and the foreigners

We hear two stories today of Jesus healing people. We are told that Jesus was outside of Galilee - first in Tyre and then in the Decapolis. The impression given is that Jesus was trying to get a break, maybe even taking a beach vacation. But people - even people from foreign countries - had heard about Jesus, and were seeking him out. “... he could not escape notice” is how Mark puts it. (Mark 7:24) Jesus had become something of a celebrity. And when a Syrophoenician woman rushed into the B and B where Jesus was staying, bowed down at his feet, and begged him to cast out the demon from her daughter, Jesus, perhaps wishing that he could just be alone and take a dip in the Mediterranean Sea, said that he had to feed the children (of Israel) first, not the dogs. Ouch! The woman was not deterred at all. First of all, her daughter was not well. Jesus’ words weren’t going to turn her away that easily. 

Perhaps she saw a dog in the B and B, and said, “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” (Mark 7:28) Jesus was wowed and said that the demon had left her daughter. When she got back home, the girl was in her bed and completely restored - no more demon.

It seems as though this interaction altered Jesus’ agenda. No more beach time for him. There were other Gentiles to approach. Jesus suddenly realized, thanks to this woman, that his mission was no longer just to the Jews. So he headed for a region of 10 cities east and south of The Galilee, and before he’d found a place to stay, some people brought to him a deaf man with a speech impediment, and begged Jesus to heal him. He took the man away from the crowd, put his fingers into his ears, spat and touched his tongue, looked up to heaven, sighed and prayed (sometimes they are the same thing), and said - presumably to the man but possibly also to his Father in heaven - “Be opened.” And the man was healed.

Jesus ordered them to tell no one what had happened, but that is like asking parents to not share the news when they have a new-born child. They blabbed the news everywhere, and this is where we hear the words, “They were astounded beyond measure.” They tell everyone about Jesus, the one who does everything well, who even makes the deaf to hear and the mute to speak.

COMPLICATION

A few more points about these stories...

Sometimes you and I don’t know what we really need. It is often in those situations, by the grace of God, that other people step in to help.

A girl with a demon or even an adult with serious mental health issues cannot always say, “I need this, this, and this!”

A deaf or blind person does not know if Jesus is walking through the neighborhood, or what Jesus is capable of. 

It is often our friends and family members - and sometimes it is a new acquaintance or a total stranger - who help us in our time of need.

Second, sometimes we don’t appreciate what we’ve been given. If your daughter has a demon and has been healed, or you have been deaf for a long time and now you can hear, it makes total sense that that mother and that formerly deaf man are going to be giving God the glory.  On the other hand, If you have been a well-off American for your entire life, with access to great education and good job opportunities, and you are in good health and live in a nice house, you may totally take for granted all the good things in your life. In fact, you may believe that you and your own efforts have been the source of all of those blessings.

Third, and this one is related to the second, if you expect to live well, and you expect to be able to purchase anything whenever you need to, and you have never really struggled, you may forget at times what it means to be astounded.

I have been one of those much-blessed Americans. Sometimes I get frustrated with little things, and when God gets through to me and I come to my senses, I often utter a phrase that I first heard from my son: “First-world problem.” The internet is slow! First-world problem. The plane is late. First-world problem. I haven’t heard yet from the IRS. First-world problem. My favorite sports team is not on a TV channel that we get. Definitely a first-world problem.

GOOD NEWS - God “gifts” us

On the other hand, I walk up a trail and a work crew has fashioned these perfect steps out of rocks and boulders, and designed the trail in such a way that there will be less erosion. Astounding beyond measure!

Not only that, but when the trail draws close to a steep rock wall, I see the most beautiful trees - 6 feet, 8 feet, 12 feet tall - growing up out of the side of the rock face. Astounding beyond measure!

A guy I once new who was terrified to be called on in grade school or high school or even graduate school, now gets up in front of people and preaches - almost every week. How did that happen? Astounding beyond measure!

A friend or spouse is diagnosed with cancer. Within days, a surgeon is cutting out part of her colon, re-sectioning it. Within four days she is back home, eating again. Astounding beyond measure!

People go into to work - five days a week, 48-50 weeks a year, for years and years - and they work with disturbed and sometimes violent children, or disturbed and sometimes violent adults. And they learn how to properly restrain these souls when they get out of control. They exercise the utmost patience. They treat them with respect and dignity and love. Astounding beyond measure!

There is a tragic death in the neighborhood. People show up. Some knew the person who died. Some did not. They offer visits, cards, meals, prayers, sympathy, a listening ear, and more prayers. Astounding beyond measure!

Jesus shows up - again and again and again - to anyone who is hurting. He show up to the person who cries out for help. Even more impressive, he shows up to the person who is hurting - when that person cannot cry out, but her/his friends did. Even more impressive, Jesus shows up to heal and restore the hurting person, when no one - not one soul - cried out. Astounding beyond measure! 

This is the good news. God “gifts” us - all the time. 

We are healed, restored, renewed, given rest, given guidance, given strength, given hope, given company, given new life.

Either God shows up directly, mysteriously and powerfully, or God shows up through a person. We are given what we need, and we are restored - in a day, in a week, in a month, in a year. And also over our lifetime. 

NEW BEHAVIOR 

Jesus isn’t ordering us not to tell anyone anymore. Quite the contrary. I hear him saying, to you and to me, “Tell anyone who will listen. Whisper in someone’s ear. Shout it from your back deck or from your driveway. Tell someone else what astounds you beyond measure!”

The world is starving for good news. Indeed, it is often this good news that restores, heals, and renews us.

Tell someone what astounds you beyond measure. And tell them what God has given you.  For where God shows up, people are amazed and astounded... and given new life.


