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How’s your health care system working for you?

If you’re like most Americans, your answer might be, Not very well.  

The problems of our health care system are familiar.  We are spending more and more of our money, and a greater and greater portion of our GDP, on health care, while enjoying less and less health.  Too much money gets spent on expensive technological interventions that often do little to improve the quality of life, and too little time and money gets spent on human contact and preventative care, which are proven to be highly effective.  Preventable diseases such as obesity, diabetes and hypertension are epidemic.  Massive resources are expended on prolonging the days of a few patients at the end of their life while millions of children have no reliable access to health care at all.
Health care reform has been at the top of the national political agenda for years, and in recent weeks we have seen special attention given to the issue on Capital Hill, but with little sign that our leaders are seriously considering creative approaches that will address root causes of the systemic disorder.
This could be a good time for us as citizens and as Christians to consider our understandings of health and healing and what the gospel might have to say to our present crisis.  Our gospel reading today is a good place to start.

The passage is unique in Mark’s gospel.  It is the longest sustained piece of narrative apart from the Passion itself.  It yokes two healing stories together in a careful and deliberate way.  An impoverished older woman is healed while Jesus is on the way to visit the young daughter of Jairus, a synagogue ruler.  Close attention to the way that Mark tells these stories may yield some valuable insights.
The details of Mark’s telling help us to locate ourselves in the dynamics of the narrative.  What parent cannot identify with the father Jairus who will go to any lengths to find help for his desperately ill daughter, even to the point of begging at the feet of Jesus, whom other leaders in the synagogue are plotting to kill?  And who among us who have struggled with chronic health conditions cannot identify with the woman who has impoverished herself with payments to doctors for ineffectual treatments, and who now must fight through crowds to get help from a healer who is already busy with someone else and who, she fully expects, is unlikely even to stop and acknowledge her existence? 
Beyond these details that echo our own experience, the structure of the story reflects some basic assumptions that we may share about the nature of healing and of health care.  We may assume as consumers of health care that we are all in competition with one another for limited resources:  the more attention and care that is given to you, the less will be available for me.  We may also assume that healing consists solely in the removal of pain, injury or disease and the restoration of bodily wholeness and vigor.  Mark’s narrative reflects these assumptions but also challenges them, pointing to a gospel that reveals different understandings.  Let me explain what I mean:
First, notice how the structure of the narrative reflects our assumption that the girl and the old woman, with their individual needs, are essentially separated and pitted against one another in competition for healing.  One is at the top of the social spectrum as the child of Jairus, a synagogue ruler; the other is at the bottom, unnamed, penniless and ritually unclean.  And yet Mark subtly suggests connections between the two:  the woman has been hemorrhaging for as long as the girl has been alive, that is, twelve years. Jesus calls the old woman ‘daughter.’  In this way Mark points us toward a gospel that reveals our connectedness with one another as essential to healing.  Can we see that our own personal health is inextricably linked with the health of all, near and far, rich and poor?
Second, notice how the structure of the narrative reflects our assumption that healing for one will be at the expense of the other.  Jesus’ intention to go and heal the girl threatens the old woman, as it seems that he will pass her by on the way.  Then, when she reaches out and touches his garment, Jesus stops, aware that power has gone out of him; will he be depleted, and will there be less ‘power’ available now for the girl?  Finally, as Jesus stops to speak to the woman, the delay appears to fatal for Jairus’ daughter, as messengers come with news of her death, suggesting that the visit now would be a waste of time.  But Jesus spurns this view. “Do not fear, only believe,” he says to Jairus.  Mark points us toward a gospel that reveals our fears of scarcity as being rooted in faithlessness.  Can we see that healing springs from the limitless fountain of God’s grace?
Lastly, notice how the various groups of people in the narrative reflect our assumptions about the nature of health, assumptions that Jesus rejects.  The crowd around Jesus is an obstacle to the woman who reaches out to him.  The disciples question Jesus when he asks who touched him.  The mourners at Jairus’ house laugh when Jesus says that the girl is not dead but sleeping.  Finally, when the girl has been restored to life, Jesus gives strict instructions that those who witness the healing should tell no one – as if the story of this miracle would only exacerbate the popular misunderstanding of who he is and what he is doing – a misunderstanding that will dog him every step on his way to the cross.  

Jesus is not interested in winning followers who are motivated by the prospect of miraculous physical restoration.  His understanding of salvation – a word that literally means ‘healing’ – goes further.  The woman’s flow of blood is stopped immediately when she touches Jesus, but Jesus goes further:  he turns to her, commends her faith, and accepts her as a member of his own family.  When Jairus’ daughter is restored to life, Jesus goes further.  He says to her, “Little girl, rise,” and commands that she be fed.  We who hope in the risen Christ and who are fed by his body and blood may hear Mark pointing us with these words towards a gospel that reveals a vision of salvation far different from that of the crowd.  Can we see that true healing consists, not in bodily integrity and security, but in turning to the Crucified One who leads us into life by the way of self-giving love?
As we struggle today as a nation to find a way to care for the health of all our people, may we remember that the health of each depends upon the health of all; that healing springs abundantly from the grace of God; and that we find true healing when we seek not to cling to life but to give it freely out of the love that we share as children in the one family of God.  Amen.

