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Sermon for the Feast of St. Bartholomew (Trinity 14), 
August 24, 2008
Today we are keeping the Feast of St. Bartholomew.  That’s because our liturgical calendar in the BCP gives precedence to any Feast of an Apostle over the Sundays after Trinity.
St. Bartholomew was one of the Twelve Apostles and is mentioned in the three Synoptic Gospels (Matthew 10:3; Mark 3:18; and Luke 6:14) as well as the Book of Acts (1:13).  Many Biblical scholars identify him with Nathaniel, who is mentioned in St. John’s Gospel (1:45-51; 21:2).
In response to Philip’s declaration that “We have found the one Moses wrote about in the Law, and about whom the prophets also wrote—Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph,” Nathaniel is the one who said, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”  
Upon seeing Nathaniel, Jesus said, “Here is a true Israelite, in whom there is nothing false.”  “How do you know me?” Nathaniel then asked.  “I saw you while you were still under the fig tree before Philip called you,” Jesus answered.  Then Nathaniel declared, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God; you are the King of Israel.”  Jesus said, “You believe because I told you I saw you under the fig tree. You shall see greater things than that. . . .  I tell you the truth, you shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.”
According to tradition, Bartholomew took missionary journeys to India, Phrygia, and Armenia.  While preaching in Armenia, he was seized by the governor, flayed, crucified and then beheaded.
It’s good for us to remember the martyrs and heroes of our Christian faith.  Their sacrifices made the Church possible.  As the 2nd-century church leader and author Tertullian said, “the blood of the martyrs is the seed of the Church.”  This is not the kind of thing you’re going to hear Joel Osteen or the proponents of the prosperity gospel preach, but it is part of our precious heritage as catholic Christians.
Regarding the martyrdom of the early Christians, the 16th-century English writer John Foxe wrote this: “Whatsoever the coolness of man’s invention could devise for the punishment of man's body was practiced against the Christians—stripes and scourgings, drawings, tearings, stonings, plates of iron laid under them burning hot, deep dungeons, racks, strangling in prisons, teeth of wild beasts, gridirons, gibbets and gallows, tossing upon the horns of bulls.  Moreover, when they were thus killed, their bodies were laid in heaps, and dogs there left to keep them, that no man might come to bury them, neither would any prayer obtain them to be interred.  And yet, notwithstanding all these continual persecutions and horrible punishments, the Church daily increased, deeply rooted in the doctrine of the apostles and of men apostolical, and watered plenteously with the blood of saints.” (Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, p. 18)
“The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the Church.”

In our lesson for the Epistle from the Book of Acts, we learn that the apostles performed many miraculous “signs and wonders.”  Healings and the casting out of devils took place regularly during the days of the earliest Christian Church.  And so it’s not surprising that numerous new Christian believers were added to the Church in those days.  Imagine what would happen if we had such miracles of healing in our midst right now.  People would flock to our church.
The healing ministry was front and center in the Church of the New Testament and for the apostles of the Lord.  Do you remember what Jesus told his disciples when he sent them out?  St. Luke in his Gospel notes that after Jesus called the Twelve together, he “gave them power and authority over all the demons and to heal diseases.  And he sent them out to proclaim the kingdom of God and to perform healing” (Lk 12:1-2).  And it’s easy to see why so many people were added to the Church in those days, because of the healings and miracles, the signs and the wonders, that were happening all of the time.
Healing and casting out demons were a central component of the earthly ministry of Jesus Christ as well as of His apostles.  Some Christian theologians, especially Baptists and old-line Presbyterians, argue that these healings and miracles stopped after the days of the apostles.  This is called cessationism, the idea is that the miracles were only given to confirm the truth of the Gospel.  Cessationism says that once the NT began to be written down, there was no more need for these signs, and so they ceased.

But healings and miracles didn’t cease 1,900 years ago but rather have continued throughout Church history and down to the present day.  I myself have experienced a miraculous and dramatic healing by Jesus Christ.  I have also known many other Christians who have either experienced healings or have witnessed them.

In fact, miraculous healings apparently take place quite regularly in the mission field in Africa and other places today.
We shouldn’t be surprised if healings and similar miraculous happenings begin to break out here at St. John’s.  I can tell you that I have already seen this in terms of personal and spiritual growth by some of you.  I have also seen failing marriages and other broken relationships healed.
The church should be a place of healing.  St. James says, “Is any sick among you? let him call for the elders [presbyters] of the church; and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord: and the prayer of faith shall save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him up; and if he have committed sins, they shall be forgiven him” (James 5:14-15).  This is called the sacrament of unction, anointing with oil for healing.  If you need this ministry, please let me know.  It is my pleasure and privilege to perform this ministry.

I also invite you to receive laying on of hands following HC this morning.  And bring your needs before the throne of grace in our Prayer Time, etc.  Although some Christians are given the special gift of healing, just like the apostles, the Church has been empowered by Christ to offer this ministry of healing.
