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			Desperate Enough for Healing to Act in Faith

			A man in the crowd answered. “Teacher,” he said, “I brought you my son. He is controlled by an evil spirit. Because of this, my son can’t speak anymore. When the spirit takes hold of him, it throws him to the ground. He foams at the mouth. He grinds his teeth. And his body becomes stiff. I asked your disciples to drive out the spirit. But they couldn’t do it.”

			“You unbelieving people!” Jesus replied. “How long do I have to stay with you? How long do I have to put up with you? Bring the boy to me.”

			So they brought him. As soon as the spirit saw Jesus, it threw the boy into a fit. He fell to the ground. He rolled around and foamed at the mouth.

			Jesus asked the boy’s father, “How long has he been like this?”

			“Since he was a child,” he answered. “The spirit has often thrown him into fire or water to kill him. But if you can do anything, take pity on us. Please help us.”

			“‘If you can’?” said Jesus. “Everything is possible for the one who believes.”

			Right away the boy’s father cried out, “I do believe! Help me overcome my unbelief!”

			Jesus saw that a crowd was running over to see what was  happening. Then he ordered the evil spirit to leave the boy. “You spirit that makes him unable to hear and speak!” he said. “I command you, come out of him. Never enter him again.”

			The spirit screamed. It shook the boy wildly. Then it came out of him. The boy looked so lifeless that many people said, “He’s dead.” But Jesus took him by the hand. He lifted the boy to his feet, and the boy stood up.

			~Mark 9:17–27 NIVR

			“‘Lord, I believe; help my unbelief’... is the most natural and most human and most agonizing prayer in the gospels, and I think it is the foundation prayer of faith.”

			~Flannery O’Connor

			“Do not waste time bothering whether you love your neighbor; act as if you did. As soon as we do this we find one of the great secrets. When you are behaving as if you loved someone, you will presently come to love him.”

			~C. S. Lewis 

			O’Connor described the famous prayer in this passage as the most human. I think this is in no small part because it wreaks of desperation. We humans are often desperate. Doubt and desperation pair together like wine and cheese (or peanut butter and jelly if you are Baptist). It is what we do with our doubt that matters. In a very real way, the father in this passage is acting out his faith despite his doubt because of this desperation. To paraphrase C.S. Lewis, the father wasn’t bothered by whether he had faith in Jesus, he was going to act as if he did, and he found the great secret, by bringing his son to Jesus, by acting as though he had the faith and by calling on Jesus to help him have more faith, he discovered all the faith he needed.

			Imagine that morning, the father woke up extra early having heard there was a teacher and his disciples in town who could  possibly, potentially, maybe heal his son who had been sick, tortured by demons for a long time. The father had probably heard these promises of healing many times over. He would likely be fighting the inner skeptic in his mind. Vacillating between getting his son up and making the trip and dismissing this rumor of healing as a bunch of fools believing in fairytales. Yet this father did decide to give it one more try.

			The father got his son out of bed, dressed him, made breakfast, and then transported his son to this teacher. We can imagine bringing the son to the crowded area would cause a lot of stress and anxiety in the father given that his son could go into convulsions and fits at any moment. We can also imagine that this family’s situation was not unknown to much of the crowd. As the father weaved his way through the crowd, already stressed by the potential of one of his son’s episodes, he would have heard the murmurs and whispers about his son’s condition. Not for the first time but for the thousandth time. Hearing the crowd say, “can you believe he brought him here?” “This is an embarrassment to the whole town.”

			Yet this father guided his son through the crowd and with every “pardon me, excuse me” made his way to Jesus. Once the father got within ear shot of the disciples, he had to be vulnerable enough to tell complete strangers about his son’s condition and ask them to heal him. The disciples tried but failed to heal his son like countless doctors, priests, and healers’ before them. Yet this father did not stop. He made his way through more of the crowd to Jesus. He had to take a deep breath and announce his family’s struggle, embarrassment, issues—basically he had to publicly air his family’s dirty laundry to someone he did not know. Then the worst happened, his son went into a fit right in front of everyone. Right in front of this teacher. The father humbled himself and asked this teacher to take pity on him and his son. The father wasn’t sure this would help. He didn’t know if healing was possible.

			Jesus told him, “Everything is possible for the one who believes.” Jesus was asking this man to believe against all odds, believe against  all the past hurts and failures to bring about relief for his son. Verse 24 states the boys father right away affirms his faith and cries out for help. As an even bigger crowd of rubber-neckers was running over to see his boy convulse and foam at the mouth, Jesus healed the boy.

			We often read this father’s prayer as a feeble half-hearted attempt at faith, but it is far from that. It is the climax to every act of faith that led to that declaration. Every step of the way to that prayer this father acted in faith. Each sandal he put on, each step, every ignored comment was an act of faith. Yes, he was a desperate man who wanted healing for his son, and this drove him. His desperation for healing drove him to overcome the hurt from past failed attempts at healing his son, his own skepticism, the crowd’s jeers, his pride or even self-respect and act out faith. This father was believing in every moment right up to his crying, “I do believe! Help me overcome my unbelief!”

			Despite our doubts are we desperate enough for healing to act in faith until we receive the answers? Are we desperate enough to act in faith even if we don’t get the answers? The father had no idea whether Jesus would physically heal his son, and yet he acted in faith. We should do the same.

			Father in heaven I believe! Help my unbelief. Help me be so desperate to find you that I am willing to behave as if you are there even when I am not sure you are. Jesus, Teacher, I seek the healing that only you can bring. Holy Spirit help me fight my own skeptic nature and keep searching for you and trusting you will bring the answers. In Jesus name. Amen.

		

	
		
			 2

			Doubt Is Not Dismissal

			Thomas was one of the twelve disciples. He was also called Didymus. He was not with the other disciples when Jesus came. So they told him, “We have seen the Lord!”

			But he said to them, “First I must see the nail marks in his hands. I must put my finger where the nails were. I must put my hand into his side. Only then will I believe.”

			A week later, Jesus’ disciples were in the house again. Thomas was with them. Even though the doors were locked, Jesus came in and stood among them. He said, “May peace be with you!”

			Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger here. See my hands. Reach out your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe.”

			Thomas said to him, “My Lord and my God!”

			Then Jesus told him, “Because you have seen me, you have believed. Blessed are those who have not seen me but still have believed.”

			~John 20:24–29 NIVR

			“The weakest believer is a child of God, and true faith, though at first like a grain of mustard seed, is interested in all the promises of the gospel. If it be true, it will grow; it  will attain to a more simple dependence upon its great object and will work its way through a thousand doubts and fears (which, for a season, are not without their use) till at length the weak Christian becomes strong in faith, strong in the Lord, and is enabled to say, “I know whom I have believed.”

			~John Newton

			“If Jesus is the model of perfect faith, and his twin is Thomas, who models doubt, then what we understand is that faith and doubt are not antitheses—they’re twins.”

			~Mark Schaefer

			This is perhaps the most famous passage about doubt in the scripture. So much so that the phrase “doubting Thomas” is synonymous with someone who must see it to believe it. On the one hand it is hard to fathom how Thomas could be hesitant about Jesus’ ability to rise from the dead. He had been with Jesus when Jesus raised Lazarus already (John 11:38–44); had seen Jesus raise the widow’s son from the dead (Luke 7:11–17); and though he was not permitted inside the house, he was privy to the eyewitness accounts of Jairus’ daughter being dead and then surely saw her alive with his own eyes (Luke 8:40–42). Thomas was there when Jesus raised three people from the dead. How could he doubt Jesus’ ability to raise himself from the dead? For some of us skepticism comes easy, and faith comes hard.

			Thomas was doubting, but he did not take a posture of dismissal. Thomas asked for evidence. Was Thomas doubting Jesus’ ability to rise from the dead, or was he just doubting his friends’ testimony? Most likely it was some of both. But Thomas was not refusing to believe at all. In fact, he says first he must see then he would believe. Thomas was questioning the other disciples’ testimony about the risen Christ, but he was not refusing to believe them. Thomas needed more evidence.

			For seven days Thomas lived in this doubt without the evidence  he was asking for, then Jesus showed up literally in the flesh. Thomas was able to see and touch Jesus, and Thomas responded with faith saying, “My Lord and my God!”

			Jesus responds by saying Thomas received the physical evidence of the risen Christ and therefore believed, but it would have been better if Thomas believed without the evidence. If Thomas believed Jesus could raise himself from the dead and if Thomas would have believed what his friends were telling him, it would have been better. Friends, this should not discourage us but encourage us. None of us had access to the direct experiential evidence Thomas had before he doubted the resurrection. We were not with Jesus at any of his teachings, we weren’t there to experience any of his miracles. We only have the testimony and accounts of Thomas and his friends and yet we have believed. Sure, some of us require more evidence than others, but all of us believe without seeing and touching the resurrected Christ. For those of us who require more evidence, Jesus is there to give it just like he did Thomas if we can keep our doubt from slipping in dismissal.

			Father in Heaven, I see so much of myself in Thomas. I also see how you treated Thomas. Help me to find comfort in the grace you showed Thomas. When I am doubting you or your people and needing more evidence, help me to remember that you offered evidence and comfort to Thomas. Help me to be confident that you will offer me the same. May I never dismiss you but always trust the evidence is coming. In Jesus name. Amen.

		

	
		
			 3

			But Jesus Said Not To Doubt

			Early in the morning, Jesus was on his way back to Jerusalem. He was hungry. He saw a fig tree by the road. He went up to it but found nothing on it except leaves. Then he said to it, “May you never bear fruit again!” Right away the tree dried up. When the disciples saw this, they were amazed. “How did the fig tree dry up so quickly?” they asked.

			Jesus replied, “What I’m about to tell you is true. You must have faith and not doubt. Then you can do what was done to the fig tree. And you can say to this mountain, ‘Go and throw yourself into the sea.’ It will be done. If you believe, you will receive what you ask for when you pray.”

			~Matthew 21:18–22 NIVR

			“Doubt arises within the context of faith. It is a wistful longing to be sure of the things in which we trusted. But it is not and need not be a problem.”

			~Alister McGrath

			“Doubt is but another element of faith.” 

			~Saint Augustine.

			
			

			First off, in this passage, is it just me or does Jesus seem not hungry but hangry? I mean I am sure not to the point of sin, but he sure seems frustrated that tree didn’t have any fruit for him to eat given that it already had leaves on it. Jesus being fully human was subject to all the natural laws the rest of us are. Humans get hungry and need to eat. Jesus had to eat, sleep, use the restroom just like the rest of us. Jesus wanted to eat some fig and there was none on the tree he found. Jesus, perhaps frustrated or perhaps just to teach the disciples a lesson (or maybe a bit of both literal and symbolic), told the fig tree it would not produce fruit again and caused the tree to dry up right there. It is interesting that Jesus was hungry because of the laws of nature but choose to transcend the laws of nature to dry the tree up and thus not satisfy his hunger. Jesus could have just as easily caused the tree to instantly grow figs as he caused it to dry up. This fact leads me to conclude Jesus chose to dry up the tree to teach the disciples something. But teach them what? Well, what else but about faith. The tree had the appearance of fruit but actual bore no fruit. Actual authentic faith produces fruit.

			In verse 22 Jesus is using obvious hyperbole which was a common way to teach in ancient Israel. Christians’ ability to cast a mountain into the sea is not meant to be taken literally. The mountain is symbolic of something impossible. We still today use this literary device all the time, I mean Jesus was as hungry as a horse and dying of starvation, and he had already told the disciples a million times to have faith (see what I did there). However, Jesus just performed a metaphysical, beyond nature, literally supernatural feat by instantly drying up a fig tree. So, while using hyperbole of something that is impossible to make a point, Jesus is not dismissing the supernatural either. Jesus said his followers in John 14:12 would do greater things than he, and that included things that are beyond nature.

			Doubt is the attitude of equally questioning all paradigms, information, rules, presuppositions, and all other points that govern one’s understanding of the world. Remember faith and doubt are  not in opposition. Jesus just got through making the point that faith produces fruit. To have a worldview (and we all do) we must operate with the assumptions that certain things are real and true. We must operate with faith to produce fruit even as it co-exists with doubt. Jesus is asking the disciples to give deference to their faith and not their doubt. Many of these guys will doubt again and again, and yet they are the same guys who changed the world. Jesus is not unaware of that future. The disciples had just witnessed something that was beyond nature; Jesus was asking them to trust what they had just witnessed and operate on it. Faith does not produce fruit because it does not share head or heart space with doubt. Faith produces fruit when we believe what Jesus demonstrates to us despite doubt. Which one are we going to give the most weight—faith or doubt? Every time we pray, we are operating in faith and giving it priority over our doubt. This is the faith Jesus is speaking about. Every time we pray there is a “act as if”-ness that is having faith and not doubt. This is what can move mountains and dry up fig trees. Even if we are hangry.

			Father, Help me! Help me have the faith to have faith through my doubt. Lord give me a true faith that produces fruit and not just leaves. Holy Spirit help me to act as if the impossible is possible and difficult is bearable until you give me the belief to believe it and the evidence to build me up in the faith. In the name of Jesus, Amen.

		

	
		
			 4

			Jesus is Not Shocked or Offended by Our Doubt 

			John the Baptist was in prison. When he heard about the actions of the Messiah, he sent his disciples to him. They asked Jesus, “Are you the one who is supposed to come? Or should we look for someone else?” Jesus replied, “Go back to John. Report to him what you hear and see. Blind people receive sight. Disabled people walk. Those who have skin diseases are made ‘clean.’ Deaf people hear. Those who are dead are raised to life. And the good news is preached to those who are poor. Blessed is anyone who does not give up their faith because of me.”

			As John’s disciples were leaving, Jesus began to speak to the crowd about John. He said, “What did you go out into the desert to see? Tall grass waving in the wind? If not, what did you go out to see? A man dressed in fine clothes? No. People who wear fine clothes are in kings’ palaces. Then what did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet. He is the one written about in Scripture. It says,

			‘I will send my messenger ahead of you.

			He will prepare your way for you.’ (Malachi 3:1)

			~Matthew 11:2–10 NIVR

			“I do not believe there ever existed a Christian yet, who  did not now and then doubt his interest in Jesus. I think, when a man says, “I never doubt,” it is quite time for us to doubt him.”

			~Charles Spurgeon

			“Be patient toward all that is unsolved in your heart and try to love the questions themselves, like locked rooms and like books that are now written in a very foreign tongue. Do not now seek the answers, which cannot be given you because you would not be able to live them. And the point is, to live everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps you will then gradually, without noticing it, live along some distant day into the answer.”

			~Rainer Maria Rilke

			Friends we all doubt now and then. Most of us doubt our faith more than occasionally, and some of us (like me) walk with the permanent limp of doubt. It is a part of our daily lives, and that is okay. I love Matthew 11:2–10 for a couple of reasons: 1) who it is that is doing the doubting and 2) how Jesus reacts to the doubt. John the Baptist was raised in church, he was a preacher’s kid, a prophet, and as a prophet he was a vocational Christian. John was the very one who first recognized and announced Jesus as Messiah. In fact, it was John who baptized Jesus. If anyone wasn’t supposed to doubt, if anyone shouldn’t doubt, it was John, and yet when John was in prison facing his own death, he did in fact doubt. What John did with his doubt was key. He didn’t deny or hide his doubt (v.2), but rather he leaned into his faith. He asked the big questions, and he trusted Jesus to respond (v.2). In essence John was saying the same thing as the father desperate to see his boy healed in Mark 9:24, “I believe. Help my unbelief.”
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