2nd SUNDAY OF LENT – ST GREGORY PALAMAS          St Mark 2: 1-12 

There are a number of interesting aspects to the account of the healing of the paralytic in today’s Gospel reading from St Mark chapter 2 which we can usefully dwell on. The background is that Jesus has come home to Capernaum and slowly the word circulates that he is in the area. Within a very short time a huge crowd gathers around the house where he is staying, so numerous that nobody can get close even to the front door and Christ is inside teaching. Soon four men arrive carrying a paralysed man on a pallet and, realising that there is no way they can come within reach of the Lord, they go up onto the roof and dig systematically through the ceiling until the hole is so large that they can let down the man on his pallet to where Jesus is. This is no small feat of ingenious engineering which they have performed and Jesus immediately acknowledges their effort and love for their friend and their faith and heals the man.

Over recent weeks we have had many examples of people with faith who receive the Lord’s commendation both inside and outside the chosen people of Israel, and among those who are despised for their sinful ways and those who are not. We have been counselled not to give up in praying but to persist until the door is opened like the righteous judge who is forced to get out of bed in the night and grant justice to the woman who simply refuses to stop knocking on the door and will not go away. I can think too of a young abandoned orphan boy living in the metro in Bucurest 30 years ago who followed me round the city for nearly two hours and eventually received money simply to get rid of his constant appeals for help. And this persistence, we are told, pays off with God who cannot but admire our faith and confidence in his faithfulness and will reward us. Lent is a good time to take stock of our lives and to work out in the light that God gives us what we should be rightly asking for spiritually and materially and how we should be helping our neighbour to deepen our faith in Him.

There is also a poignant second aspect to the story which enrages the religious experts, the scribes, who are in the audience, and immediately raises a charge of blasphemy against the Lord. Instead of saying at first ‘You are healed. Take up your bed and walk”, Christ introduces the notion of the forgiveness of sins and says, “Your sins are forgiven”. When the scribes start to call this blasphemy, he states unequivocally that he has that power to forgive sins on earth. Actually, this is quite a bombshell to drop in the context of the times. For us today it is one of the mysteries of our faith that we accept as normative but can never cease to wonder at, namely that the death of one man in history can atone for the sins of all men and for all times and this is symbolised by Christ’s arrival in hell which bursts it apart as we celebrate at Pascha. However, for the crowds following the Teacher, healings, even spectacular ones, and simple authoritative teaching which cuts to the centre of men’s’ hearts and provides uncomplicated, practical advice on how to live in greater depth are familiar to them. But the notion of a man having the power to forgive the sins of men is something new since hitherto this authority is reserved for God alone via the sacrificial offerings which are performed by the priests on their behalf according to the Law of Moses. These were called ‘sin offerings’. You can read all about them in the Book of Leviticus in the Old Testament and how animal sacrifices were required for temporary atonement or forgiveness until Christ sacrificed himself for us and the custom became obsolete.



There is a further aspect to the account which needs to be emphasised. We see four men devoted to their incurably sick friend who cannot walk. They are determined to bring their friend to Jesus who, they know, can restore him to health and this is exactly what their love obtains from him. He is visibly moved by their concern for him. It seems to me that here we have a microcosm or symbol of what the Church is or meant to be. One part of the Body is sick and the others take on the responsibility of looking after it until it can be nursed to health. The image of the Church as a Body with its different parts, some greater, others lesser, which all work together is well known to us from the Pauline epistles. We often hear read in the Liturgy a section of St Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians. “My friends, if anyone is detected in a transgression i.e. sick, you who have received the Spirit should restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness. Take care that you yourselves are not tempted. Bear one another’s burdens and in this way you will fulfil the law of Christ.” 

So there is a mutual responsibility involved in the membership of the Church as well as having to ‘carry our own loads’ as St Paul says in a later verse. “We are saved together” is a phrase which expresses this notion concisely and forcefully. And some of you here are old enough to remember that wonderful pop song of the 70s, “He aint heavy, he’s my brother” by the Hollies. This song continues to enjoy popularity on the radio perhaps because it encapsulates our work as members of Christ’s Church and of the human race. As the Church of Jesus Christ on earth we manifest in our presence a whole range of gifts some very striking, others not so visible but undeniably present and crucial to the functioning of the Body. Nevertheless, we are bound together in love like the four men to their paralytic friend, their brother, in today’s gospel and they act on his behalf. We are the people of God, the ‘laos’ to use the Greek word and as members we send forth the deacon to instruct the bishop, or the priest, if he is not present, to call down the Holy Spirit on the people’s behalf to be present in the bread and the wine. So there is a deep spiritual connection between us as Christ comes among us. And the highest gift is that of ‘service’ as he reminds us when the disciples are arguing about which of them will be greatest in the Kingdom.

At different times in history and in different parts of the world we see the Church of Christ strong and weak. During the brutal persecutions of the Emperor Diocletian we see the Church of Christ come under violent attack with thousands of believers meeting horrific deaths. And yet the period bears witness to the saying ‘when I am weak, then I am strong’. In Soviet times we witness a similar systematic persecution with millions being shipped off to the gulags like the Solovki Islands in the Arctic to be worked to death. Then in the Middle Ages in England we see the monasteries become so wealthy that they attract the eye of Henry VIII, who closes them down and expropriates their possessions for his own military objectives. Today we look at the Middle East and see our brothers and sisters being put under increased pressure by regimes, which would like to eliminate them completely and we cannot but be moved by their plight. What a contrast of rich and poor, of weak and strong!

The mental picture of the four men carrying their paralysed friend to Jesus is a striking image for us, in the comfort and safety which we enjoy, to keep in mind especially during Lent as to what our obligations are, not only to those who are forced out of their countries by despotic regimes or terrorist armies but to those members of Christ’s Church who need both our persistent prayers and our creative, practical help in their hour of need. Let us not forget particularly in this period when we are encouraged to deny ourselves and serve our neighbour that in Christ “We are saved together”.
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