27 June 2021, Trinity 4, with Baptism

2 Corinthians 8: 7-15

Mark 5: 21-43

Ashdon 9.30am with Baptism
1.
Our Bible Readings

We have just heard two very different readings. In the first, Paul is urging one group of Christians to show generosity to another group in need – a message that we need to hear as much today as in Paul’s time. But it is the other reading, from the gospel of Mark on which I will focus now, for it is extremely relevant to our service today, when we are baptising Emilia and she is starting her journey of faith. 
Let us focus first on the response of Jesus to the woman who touched his cloak. He said ‘your faith has made you well.’ This is not the only occasion on which Jesus says something similar.
2.  How does faith make us well?

But how does faith make us well? Are we baptising Emilia as some sort of protection or vaccine against future illness? Do we expect her to experience a miracle cure if, like Jairus’s daughter, she should become very sick? Probably not. We know that bad things happen to good people, whether they have faith or not, and although some people claim to have been actually cured in miraculous ways through prayer, we certainly cannot expect this to be a regular occurrence. We may have different understandings of the miracles recounted in the Bible, but it is certainly our belief that the Jesus was extraordinary, and that even if such things might happen today, they cannot be expected, however great our faith. I remember well the despondency of the church community in Saffron Walden when we prayed earnestly for the haling of a young man from the congregation. Sadly, this was not to be, despite our best efforts, and this can lead to questions – was our faith not great enough?

Such beliefs and questions can I think divert us from the real ways in which faith can make us into whole people.

To Jairus, Jesus says ‘do not fear, only believe’, and for me, this is a key to understanding the ways in which faith can make us whole.

Fear is debilitating. We all have many fears. As a teenager, I used to live in fear that no-one would like me, that my clothes or hair were wrong.  I was fearful that I would fail all my exams. We know that mental health problems amongst young people have greatly increased during the pandemic, and also that many people are now fearful of going out and mixing with each other. The presence of a global virus breeds fear, and there is a fine line between the sensible caution that we are urged to exercise and fear of all social contact. Fear can destroy our confidence and our willingness to engage with life. Faith in a loving God, on the other hand, can make us whole. Whole not in the sense of being free of illness or not subject to the sorts of challenges that we all face in life, but in the sense of having a positive attitude towards other people and the world. fear makes us turn inwards; faith can give us the sort of outward focussed generosity that Paul was urging upon the Christians in Corinth.
3.
What we wish for Emilia

This then is what we wish for Emilia as her parents and godparents make promises on her behalf and as she takes her first steps on the journey of faith. Not protection from all that life may throw at her, but the inner strength and faith that will give her hope and resilience.

The family chose our three hymns today: first, ‘Be still, for the presence of the Lord, the Holy one, is here’. We pray that Emilia will know the presence and the power of God, who comes ‘to cleanse and heal’. Our final hymn asks that God will be our vision and our constant companion. And the third hymn that they have chosen is one that we will hear during communion. It is a tricky hymn, with changing lines, verses and tunes within it. You may remember it, as I do, from schooldays. It is full of theology but is essentially a prayer – supposed to have been composed by St Patrick in about 400AD – again asking God the Trinity to be with us – behind, within and at all times. All three hymns are ones that express our purpose today, for we pray that for Emilia her faith may be a real anchor and support in life.

I can do not better than to echo the words of our Collect, which you will find on the Grapevine. This asks that with God as our ruler and guide ‘we may so pass through things temporal, that we lose not our hold on things eternal.’ The words are old fashioned, but the sentiment is not, for it is the sense of the eternal presence and holding of God throughout all circumstances that enables us to banish fear and live as fully as possible as whole – healed – people.        Amen
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