
September 26, 2021 - 18  Sunday after Pentecost - A Reflectionth

Esther 7:1-6,9-10; 9:20-22; Psalm 124; James 5:13-20; Mark 9:38-50

Supporting One Another

Throughout this time of coping with the necessary restrictions that have been placed upon us in

order to control the spread of a deadly disease we have been asked, by the government and the Church,

to ‘pull together while remaining apart.’ This seemingly contradictory statement has been the way in

which we have been asked to proceed in our daily endeavors -  helping one another while respecting the

need to maintain physical distance so that the spread of the disease can be kept under control.  Mask

wearing is a way in which this is most effectively accomplished as is the caution we observe in

observing the health measures offered to us.  Supporting one another in this new way has, at times,

meant drastic changes in our patterns of behaviour - some of which have not been all that pleasant -

while other times it has meant only a minor adjustment.  This concept of supporting one another through

a difficult period is something we Christians have always done and I am so tremendously moved by the

examples of this action that take place within our parish family and in the wider world. So as we

continue to ‘pull together while remaining apart’ I am strengthened by the stories and encouragement we

receive from scripture - in particular this week from the letter of James.

According to the portion of James’ letter we hear today there are some things that we are to do as

individuals, some things for which we will need the help of the wider community, and some things in

which the group participates.  I have found all three of these aspects to be worthwhile as a focus for

meditation.

The section of the letter begins with two questions: “Are any among you suffering? Are any

among you cheerful?”  These two types of events in an average person’s life are held out by James as

times when the individual is to do something without a great deal of reference to the wider community

of faith.  Sufferers are to pray and the cheerful are to praise God. I have found this an important reminder

that there is something that I can, and should, do when I am suffering.  Instead of just sitting in misery I

need to call upon the source of help and strength through prayer. When I am cheerful I need to

acknowledge through praise the ultimate source of all my joys.  I am to be an involved participant in the

work of God in this world and that begins with personal prayer and praise. One of the aspects of the

Christian life that I love is the fact that the Creator of the universe wishes little old me to be actively

involved in the project.  I am not to just be a spectator but am to be an active participant. This

participation includes calling upon God for help and acknowledging God’s wondrous provisions that

produce cheerfulness in me.

James then continues with the question, “Are any among you sick?”  This question from James

pre-supposes that the individual suffering from an illness would have offered his or her own prayers

already but here he adds the instruction to call the elders of the church.  This is a reminder that there is



tremendous help available through our local community of faith.  Not only are we to pray about

ourselves but we are to open ourselves to assistance from others.  Those of us who are fiercely

independent will have a bit of a problem with this.  “I don’t want to appear weak” is sometimes a line

that is heard in the midst of illness.  If we are sick then the community around us stands at the ready to

assist us until we return to full health and will add their prayers to ours.  The elders are also instructed to

anoint with oil the person who requests prayer.  This outward sign points to the inward grace of healing

that comes from the hands of God.  It isn’t a magical elixir but, as St. James reminds us, the prayer of

faith is particularly effective in accomplishing what God has in mind.  I confess that prayers for healing

remains a bit of a mystery to me but I have seen such prayers bestow a healing balm often enough to

believe in the effectiveness of this sort of prayer.   I don’t pretend to understand why one prayer event

seems to ‘work’ while another doesn’t but I continue to have faith in God’s ability to heal us when we

are ill.  The illness of an individual within a community affects the entire community and so the

community is involved in the process of bringing about healing.  St. Paul said, ‘But God has combined

the members of the body and has given greater honour to the parts that lacked it, so that there should be

no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other. If one part suffers,

every part suffers with it; if one part is honoured, every part rejoices with it.” (1 Cor. 12:24b-26) It is for

this, and other, reasons that St. James urges his readers to seek out the leaders of the faith community

when they are sick.  When we are sick it affects the entire faith community and so it is the entire faith

community, through its elders, that gathers to help.  Sadly, I have often been faced with the news that

someone has been in hospital weeks after they have recovered and the faith community was not

informed.   Our intense individualism that is so praised in our society is often a barrier to growth in the

faith community.  

The next admonition from St. James urges confessing to God and to each other in order that we

may be healed.  We may wonder what, if any, connection exists between our sin and our illnesses but

there is plenty of medical evidence that there is some kind of connection and so a focus on confession in

the healing process is appropriate. Self-disclosure is never an easy thing and needing to admit that we

have erred doesn’t make it any easier.  But, appropriate confession has been shown to be an aid to

healing and it also requires that a level of trust has been developed in the community which is an aid to

the health of the overall community.  This urging from St. James does not mean we should all bear our

souls before the entire congregation but it does mean that from time to time we may need to go to a

trusted member of our congregation and admit our sins and seek forgiveness.  In Matthew 18 (verses 15-

19) Jesus is recorded as giving instructions about how to do this in a step by step procedure that enables

God’s healing of relationships to be most effective and I think the instructions we read in this letter form

a nice parallel.  The purpose of this confession, I believe, is to remove any barriers that have arisen



between members of the community of faith and between them and God.  Sometimes our confession of

sin reveals an offense against a brother or sister in Christ and so a repair of that breach is important in

order to restore relationships. Sometimes our confession of sin reveals and offense against God and so a

repair of that breach in important in order to restore that relationship.  We point to this need in our

liturgies which almost always include a time set apart for confession.  These moments are often followed

by a ritual time of greeting the other members of the faith community with a gesture of peace.  The

symbolism is sometimes obscured but the actions are meant to demonstrate the restoration of broken

relationships between ourselves and God and between ourselves and others.  The confession has the

ability to not only bring healing into our own lives but into the life of the community of faith.

And so there are things that we, as individual Christians, are to do and things that, as a faith

community, we are to do.  In order to be effective instruments of grace in the hands of God it is

important to live and work with the knowledge that we are all in this together. Our fellowship is focused

on our local congregation but includes all those who are working on God’s behalf to share the message

of God’s good news that the Kingdom of Heaven has drawn near in and through Jesus the Christ.  St.

James, through his letter, helps us to know that the community into which we have been adopted is to be

our support and a source of strength in this journey with Christ.  So, let us ‘pull together’ while

remaining socially distanced by: praying when we are suffering, singing when we’re cheerful, calling

upon the congregation for help when we are sick, and confessing our failings before God and before

each other.  In these, and other, ways we will grow even more into the community of faith that will be

used by God to help change our small corner of the world.  During this time of isolation forced upon us

by pandemic restrictions may we always be aware of the many connections we have with people of faith

and draw on those connections in appropriate ways.

In closing I pray that ‘you may be filled with the knowledge of God’s will in all spiritual wisdom

and understanding, so that you may lead lives worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, as you bear fruit

in every good work and as you grow in the knowledge of God.’ (Col 1:9-10)
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