As we near the end of the year in terms of church worship – there are only a couple more weeks in the church year before we begin anew with Advent – as we approach this year-end we find the scripture readings to become more intense… more challenging… sometimes more edgy concept and proclamation.
Today’s gospel reading is one of those.

Of course, the reading’s primary theme is to be watchful… to “keep awake”… whatever exactly that might mean.

Not only is there – to say the least – intense encouragement toward vigilance, we also hear a story sounding like EXclusion with the image of a “closed door”.

This sounds almost contrary to the core principles of the gospel itself, and certainly the reading challenges the baptism-covenant proclamation of our church relative to God’s grace in Christ and God’s action in baptism to make us his own forever.

This has been a primary focus of the past couple of Sunday services, Reformation and All Saints.

Today’s more intensive gospel reading provides part of the tension we experience in the paradox of God’s grace on the one hand and our responsibility for self and the consequences of our choices on the other.
Over the years I have experienced plenty of times when this tension is at work… I make errors in terms of judgment or value or choice for which I’m responsible… AND I cling to the possibility of unending grace.

As one of God’s people in life and community God calls me, I believe, to be responsible for self, to seek increasing maturity, to make decisions, to bear consequences, to strive toward wisdom – as encouraged by today’s first reading.

Also, as one drawn by God’s actions to gracefully BE one of God’s people, I am under God’s favor of love and grace… in all times and circumstances… not as something I create… it’s God’s gifting action.
I often express this profound grace when proclaiming our trust and hope in God’s favor and graceful action in baptism and communion… God makes us his own and that will never change… regardless of what we do or what we don’t do.

But, we are also called toward healthy decision-making in which consequences and painful realities simply exist and emerge.

People who confuse Christianity with a charmed, pain-free life confuse “Christians” with being “perfect”.

They forget too quickly the reality of the cross proclaimed in the death of Jesus brought about by God’s own people… why would it be different now among God’s people?
People who trust only in themselves or in some system of morality standards miss out the powerful beauty of the grace proclaimed in the life and resurrection of Jesus.

This tension comes before us more stridently as we approach the end of the church year.

It’s like the designers of the lectionary readings realize there are only a couple more chances to “get people’s attention” before the end… so bring out the big guns… the loud strident biblical stories.
From this perspective, as we approach the end of the church year to begin anew, we have an opportunity to take stock of self… 
…to consider life events and struggles, the joys and sorrows of the past year… or perhaps the past several year… 
…to particularly recognize losses and hurts… 
…to see the dis-ease aspects of life and to seek something of God’s graceful touch which can bring profound healing and wholeness… a peace that, using Paul’s words, passes all understanding.

This can be any or all… physical or emotional, acute or chronic, personal or relational…

Just as we regularly recognize the power of sin in our lives, confessing such in liturgical words so that we can hear again – and reclaim again – something of God’s healing forgiveness… renewing our sense of wholeness in the presence of God and one another in gathered community, the body of Christ…

So too, we can recognize aspects of our lives that need healing… God’s soothing balm that brings relief and profound newness.

The healing liturgy, which is new to our corporate worship with the new hymnal, is part of a section called “Life Passages”… the 2nd to the last of the tabbed sections in the front part of the hymnal.
(Note – the Life Passages section also contains liturgies for marriages and funerals.)

The introduction to “Life Passages” on page 273 reads as follows:
In the waters of baptism, Christians make the passage with Jesus Christ through death to the new life of the resurrection. 
Each day of our lives is shaped by this baptismal journey. 
Within our lives, we mark particular occasions of transition and passage in various ways. 
Welcoming guests into its midst, the Christian assembly surrounds people at these times, proclaiming the good news of God's love in Christ in the context of particular circumstances in human life.

The introduction to the liturgy of Healing continues on page 276:
The order for healing is an expression in worship of the church ministry of healing.  
Here, all who sense the need for God’s healing in any aspect of their lives may join in prayer for others and themselves.  
Here, each person may come to receive a word of blessing, and prayer.  
Here, each one may also receive a physical gesture of healing: the laying on of hands… and anointing with oil.  
These signs, first given in baptism, tell us again that we are sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked forever with the cross of Christ, who is health and salvation for the whole world.

I decided to include the healing liturgy in one of the November Sunday services… I thought it might be best connected with a second Sunday of the month… today.
We proclaim a profound trusting in God’s grace…

…made real in our midst through word and sacrament, 
…made real in God’s presence of spirit within the gathered body of Christ, 
…made real in the God’s capacity to bring healing and wholeness into the painful places of our lives.
While proclaiming this grace, we can also consider how God calls us in terms of our choices, responsibilities, and orientations toward living.

I chose the lectionary’s alternative first reading, from the apocryphal writing called Wisdom of Solomon.
Yes, on the one hand, we proclaim and trust fully in God’s grace regardless of our actions and ways of being.

We also hear of the importance and calling to be responsible for self… and responsible to God and one another… and to do so with wisdom beyond just our own.
Wisdom is a common word and theme throughout this book that has always been loosely connected with Old Testament materials.

Wisdom is personified in this writing… and, since the Hebrew word for wisdom is a feminine noun… feminine pronouns are used in the English translation…
Wisdom is radiant and unfading,
And she is easily discerned by those who love her,
And is found by those who seek her.
She hastens to make herself known to those who desire her.

Wisdom includes the capacity to make wise, life-enhancing choices.

Wisdom is a sign of maturity in thought and emotional being.

Wisdom is evidenced in well-being, justice, wholeness, and restoration.
Wisdom, the text suggests, is structured into the universe of our being, accessible to those who want to find wisdom.
Wisdom itself seeks for us… a kind of grace… and we are called to seek out God’s wisdom evidenced all about us… a kind of self-responsibility.

In connecting with God’s wisdom we gain profound freedom from the cares that can hound us toward diminished life and vitality… toward a dis-eased life, toward lacking the serenity of wholeness in Christ.
I really like the sense of the first reading…
To fix one’s thought on her – wisdom – is perfect understanding,
And one who is vigilant on her account will soon be free from care,
…[Wisdom] meets us in every thought.

We deliberately turn toward God and toward God’s ways… this turning toward God is in the realm of what we can choose for self… to seek God and rejoice in what it is to be one of God’s own people in community.
This is part of the proclamation made by the Psalm reading.

The Psalm prays…
…Let all who seek you rejoice and be glad in you…
…You are my helper and deliverer…
Certainly, we are still upholding God’s grace on the one hand, but we are also called to be responsible for self, seeking God and choosing to trust… choosing to love God’s salvation.

We are back again to the idea of healing… salvation… connected to the word salve… a balm for soothing, healing, easing of distress or agitation, enhancing of life itself toward increased integrity and wholeness – even in the face of apparent dis-ease.
We each carry into this worship service the mixture of our life experiences, the joys and sorrows of each day, the celebrations and struggles, the hope for wholeness and the pains of brokenness.

At the Lutheran Campus Ministry this past Thursday, because I was leading the worship service, I offered to include the healing liturgy we will be using today.

I also invited the young people to share their struggles and burdens with one another in some small group conversation.

What can be so bad in a young person’s life?  

They’re young and full of energy.

Their lives are more about potential and possibility than about being spent out or in decline.

Love and feelings are powerfully strong… a great place in life.

But the pains, struggles and dis-ease aspects of life are also plentiful… and they shared some of that with one another.

Those who were interested also came forward to be surrounded by others in prayer, to receive the blessings stated in the liturgy, and to connect with greater wholeness in community and in self.

As we sing the next hymn of our service and then move into the healing liturgy we proclaim the words of the Psalm:
You, O Lord, are my helper and my deliverer…
Be pleased, O God, to deliver me and to help me.

The hymn is #612.

The hymn is written in the form of a prayer… like a Psalm.

Immerse yourself into the prayerful verses, bringing your life and thoughts, and pray in a singing community, “Healer of our ev’ry ill… give us peace…”
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