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Healing in the City
Have you ever gone to a different church, perhaps that of a different denomination, and found that 
while you are sitting, or standing, all that is going on seems strange, doesn’t feel like worship? You 
know, the songs or hymns are different, the prayers are said differently.

Or perhaps going to live in a new place? You don’t feel at home, you don’t know anyone, the land-
marks are not familiar. You feel disoriented, a stranger in a strange land.

Mostly when we do that sort of thing we can cope with the change because we know that sooner or 
later we will be back in our own home, our own church. Every now and then, however, we move our 
location on a permanent basis. First there is the initial period of excitement where we know it is all 
going to be different. "en we become dislocated. Until we make new connections with the land 
and the environment, the people, the church, everything suddenly feels so strange we feel out of 
place, uprooted and helplessly lost. Sometimes the dislocation feels so strong that there it gets in the 
way of you living in the place. You criticise what you see happening, you try to mix only with the 
few of your own kind you can #nd, and you dream of where you used to be. Mind you, sometimes 
the dislocation happens without you ever moving, coming after some life changing event – a job 
loss, retirement, a death, ill health.

Now if you have done that out of your own choice and that’s the result, think of how it must be for 
refugees and exiles who really have no choice about staying in their own home place. "e feeling of 
dislocation becomes even stronger. "at’s how it was for the people taken into exile that Jeremiah is 
writing to. His advice is interesting, listen: First he says: Build houses and live in them. Plant gar-
dens and eat their produce. Each of these are very practical things that marry a person to their prop-
erty. If you build something then you have put something of yourself into it and want to make it 
yours. "en if you grow things, once again you have learnt about the land and what it produces. 

Jeremiah doesn’t stop there. His next piece of advice is, Marry the local people, you and the children 
you have. In other words become integrated into the city where you are placed, become one with the 
people.

More telling though is his #nal piece of advice. Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you. 
"at word welfare is interesting because it has been used as a translation of the Hebrew word Sha-
lom. Shalom is often thought of as ‘peace’, but in fact it means much more than that. It means well 
being, wholeness, health, prosperity and welfare. Seek the welfare of the city where you are placed. 
Work to make it a wholesome life giving place. It is a very powerful command. It is easy to sit in 
your home and say “Well I’ve done it. I’ve built my house, planted my gardens, married and got 
grand children now.” Jeremiah is saying to the Jews in exile, you have to be agents of shalom, of wel-
fare, because your own welfare is dependent on the welfare of the city in which you live.

"is is the city that represents the hostile empire that robs people of hope, denies dreams and closes 
off the future. "e hope that the people of God has is a hope for the future, a restoration of fortune, 
a valuing of all life. How often do we #nd today these values closed off for us in today’s society? "e 
same promise is there for us. Seek God and God will be there, and work for the welfare of the city 
in which we are placed.



"at seems relatively simple to think about, but we have to deal also with the call of Jesus on our 
lives. In that story of the healing of the lepers there is a dynamic that we need to address for our-
selves and for our community.

First of all the story appears to be about how a leper who was healed came to salvation. Whenever 
we have stories about Jesus one of the clues to who it applies to is who is he asking the questions to. 
"ere are three of them. Were not ten made clean? Where are the other nine? At this point it is not 
clear who is being addressed. It could be the leper or the disciples. "e third gives it away. Did only 
this foreigner come back to praise God? "at’s not the sort of question you would address a person 
who has returned. No, it is clearly addressed to the disciples and those following with Jesus. 

So, what is the point of the story and what response is called from it? A lot of attention is focused 
on those naughty nine who didn’t have the decency to come back and thank God or Jesus. "e 
model of gratefulness that Jesus says brings salvation is that of the Samaritan, the doubly outcast. 
All were cured, but only the one who the disciples wouldn’t normally talk to or eat with or even 
share the same part of the street with came back to give thanks. However, what happens next is the 
shocker. “Your faith has made you well” says our translation. Actually that’s a bit weak. "e Greek 
has the word “sozo” which can mean “well”, but it has some much stronger meanings. It can mean 
“being saved”, “being made whole” or as Wycliffe in the #rst English translation of the Bible put it, 
“healed” or “made healthy”. You cannot be whole unless you are part of a community. You aren’t 
healthy unless you are able to mix with the rest of your fellow men and women. You are saved when 
you are brought back into the community of the faithful people of God.

Are the disciples just to stand there and applaud, to give thanks also? I think not. "ey are there to 
learn from Jesus and to take on his work of bringing health, wholeness and salvation to a hurting 
world. "ey are there to see that healing is offered and given to those outside the pale, to those who 
aren’t normally allowed inside the community of everyday living. "ey are also to expect little in the 
way of thanks from those who are healed, and then they might also #nd some surprises in those 
who do give thanks.

Further, they are not to expect thanks directly. While the leper comes to Jesus, he gives thanks to 
God, the source of healing, not to Jesus. If the disciples are to be part of this healing ministry then 
they too are simply channels of God’s loving liberating, healing goodness and salvation, and any 
thanks is to go to God. "at builds on what was in last week’s gospel reading: “We have only done 
what we ought to have done.”

What does this mean for us? It may be that some of us here do identify with the lepers and feel so 
cast out that Jesus is our only hope for healing and wholeness, but like the ten, that wholeness also 
means being reabsorbed into the community of those who are saved. Others of you may be standing 
on the side like the disciples and not sure what this means. Simply put, it means that you and this 
community of faith are to become imitators of Jesus bringing healing, wholeness and salvation into 
the lives of those around you. "at may be too hard for some, but that is the challenge.

"is is where the two readings intersect. "e Jews in exile were to work for the welfare, the shalom 
of the community they were placed in. Here the disciples are called into the work of bringing heal-
ing. So we are challenged also. It is not enough that we support things out there with our money or 
even our time. "is area, St Andrews and the surrounding suburbs, is where we have been placed. 
"is is where we are called to make a healing difference as a community so that people will see the 
light of God in us and will come to receive God’s healing touch, to be received into a community 
that promises wholeness and healing, and to #nd that hope that lifts them out of their fear and de-
spair, and to be given the new life in Christ.


