Are you in need of healing?  Do you feel like it is slow in coming?  Do you wonder where that healing will ever come from?  Do you feel like God isn’t making good on the promises to deliver you in your time of need?  Do you wonder why God has forgotten you?  


Suffering is really real, and really painful.  In the midst of this brokenness of body, mind, spirit, or relationship, suffering can be overwhelming.  When we hurt, when we are afraid, when we feel lonely, it can be all-consuming.  It is all we think about.  We can’t think about what God might be doing, and we can’t remember what God did before.

Not only is it difficult to remember last time, to think back to all God’s previous saving acts small and large, but it is easy to fixate on the actual suffering in the first place.  In other words, we’re more likely to wonder how God got us into this mess than how God will get us out of it.  There’s even a technical theological name of it: theodicy.  It’s the study of how God can allow suffering to take place in this good world, and it’s often the one thing people state as the reason you can’t believe in God.  I actually used to spend a lot of time obsessing about it – how suffering happened, what it meant, where it came from, and where God was in the whole thing.


Then something interesting happened: I saw loved ones suffer.  Through illness and death, I saw people I cared about fight pain and brokenness.  For a while, all it meant to me was that I wondered where God was in the whole mess.  Eventually, it became too much to think about.  I couldn’t keep looking back and wishing things were different.  I didn’t care where God was at the beginning, I cared where God was now.  I wanted to see only where God was, how God was acting, and how it would change me and my loved ones forever.  I had to turn myself around from focusing on the pain, on the attacks, on the sadness, and look instead for what God was doing to make things right.  I could only do that by remembering what God had done before, and trusting that God would indeed work to do it again.

Just look at the psalm for today.  Why do we praise the Lord?  Because he is good, and his steadfast love endures forever.  How do we know that God is good?  Because of all the incredible things God has done.  God is a God who delivers: from hunger, from homelessness, from sickness, from fear.  People have seen God do these things; they know that it is true.  So they call on those who have seen this reconciliation to remind them.  They fully recognize how awful things were – there are no rose colored glasses.  But since they have seen God bring about healing from distress before, they praise God and wait with expectation for God to do it again.


We have to remember why we praise God and how many things God has brought us through before, because we forget.  It’s what got the Israelites in trouble in our Old Testament story.  They forgot that God had delivered them from slavery, saved them from starvation, and protected them from destruction.  They could only focus on the discomfort they were feeling then and there.  And then, when pain truly came, they were somehow able to turn again to God , looking to and for God’s healing.

But what was it that brought healing for the Israelites?  A snake on a pole.  It’s an image with little offence for us now, but consider how completely ridiculous and disgusting it would have been for God’s people.  God had just told the people how offensive idols were – yet here he commands Moses to make one.  God commands the people to look on an idol to be healed.  And a snake was not just any symbol – it was part of other cultures’ fertility cults and decorations, dripping with connections to foreign gods and powers.  Israel’s own tradition said it was snake who first convinced Eve and Adam to disobey God.  A snake idol is anti-god, but God demands Moses make one and that people look on the hateful idol to live.


God can use anything God wants.  God can bring healing through a bronze snake.  God can bring healing through a compassionate ear.  God can bring healing through inexplicable and unseen miracles.  God can bring healing through a trained physician’s care.  God can bring healing through ancient traditions.  God can bring healing through a nurse’s wellness recommendations. God can bring healing through whatever means God wants, and God will use every possible thing available to reach you and me, no matter how strong the darkness seems.  It is our God who delivers us from distress, no matter the means.  

In spite of ourselves, we forget.  We forget the times God has brought healing before, because it came in the side door.  We don’t see the places that God is seeping into our lives, because it looks different or less impressive or maybe even offensive.  We are too busy focusing on the pain and the hurt to look to the past and the ways God has delivered us or to look to the future for the way God will radically change our situation.

Today we lay hands on each other and anoint each other with simple oil, both small acts with deep meaning.  We do this because we remember that our God has delivered us before, and we trust that somehow, God will do it again.  No matter the source of the distress, no matter the means of healing, we trust beyond all things that our God is in the business of deliverance – from illness, from brokenness, from sin, from death – and that we can turn to him, no matter the circumstance, and we will have life.

