Courageous faith
The Olympics have been on for the last two weeks: have any of you noticed? If there’s anything impressive I’ve seen on TV this week, it was the Olympics. When I was growing up, and watched sports on tv with my family, our version of ‘studio sport’ had the saying, the thrill of victory, the agony of defeat. I love winning; who doesn’t? but Somewhere between thrill and agony, and woven all around it, is courage. Courage to work hard, year in and year out, to achieve something far away, like a place at the Olympics. Something only dreamed of. Courage to hold on when there is an injury. 
Did you see how brave Epke Zonderland was this week? He fell during his routine in the medal round, and just lay there stunned. The announcer said that the jury would allow Epke 30 seconds to continue his program. Would he do it? We held our breath. We watched him stand up, face the bars, with his bruised head—we knew he had injured fingers from earlier. Then he finished the routine strongly and beautifully, knowing he could never now get a medal.
There are many kinds of courage—in sports and in life. It is something that surely all cultures in some form value highly. We watch movies and admire courageous people. Sometimes we even have tears in our eyes watching someone living courageously—just one day at a time. And they inspire us. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]What about us—where do we find the strength we need to be strong and courageous? I think courage is strongly connected with our faith in Jesus. I believe that there are many kinds of courage that God wants to develop in each of us.. I’ve used the word develop, because I do think it’s a process, a growing thing. 
It's a process like a child learning to walk. Like a very small child who sits there playing blocks and sees others walking around above him. Gradually he decides that walking is something he wants to do too. You see a children get courage from the smiling faces around them as they pull up on something, maybe stand for a moment, and then toppling—or not. The parent holds their hands out, and the child trusts them and tries out a step. For a child, this courage to trust a parent is almost automatic.  For adult believers, it may not always be easy or natural to learn to take hold of our Father’s hand. Maybe that’s because some of us unknowingly suspect that God is a parent who is frowning at us, or is not interested—or is disgusted by our messiness or disappointed in our progress. 
Carrying this image of learning to walk a step further now… So two things are really important in this interaction of faith and courage. First, it’s vital that our heavenly father is really there with his arms open for us to come. Second, it’s really important that we trust the one who is standing there with open arms, right? Can we believe Jesus when he tells us that God is our heavenly Father and that we are his beloved children? When we take our steps of faith it demonstrates what our answer is to his love.
Each step that I take as his beloved child gives me more courage. He’s always busy calling me – calling you—calling us-- to come take a step, because he wants to strengthen us for a life that honors him—an abundant life even in tough times, even in our daily choices, or even when we make mistakes. 
Sometimes I’ve found that I need courage just to be quiet and listen to him when it’s busy all around me. A week ago I woke up and heard on the news something about bombs going off in Thailand. Some of you might know that my son Arie recently married the love of his life, Gracia. This was a great event. Well, Arie and Gracia have been honeymooning in Thailand. And I found that it took me a lot of courage to wait for news… 
More about that later…

Today we’re going to look at a bible narrative with many layers of courage. This story is told in three of the four gospels—which is always a sign of it being an important text.
Mark 5: 21…
Jesus and his disciples are once again in the middle of a crowd of people following him, wanting him to do things for them. In fact, as soon as they go off the boat they agreed to go quickly to the home of a very important man whose daughter is dying. Through the crowded streets they walk, with people pressing in on every side. Suddenly Jesus stops, looks around and says, ‘who touched me? Power has gone out of me.’ No one seems to understand why he has stopped. The disciples say, ‘Uh, Jesus, let’s not get sidetracked, There’s a program here--  the young daughter of this important man is very sick; besides, that Jesus, are you sure? I mean, ‘everyone and his brother’ is pressing in and touching you!’  
And yet jesus will not budge… until finally a woman comes forward and falls at his feet to explain herself. Here’s her story: ‘I’ve been sick for 12 years now-- with a terrible bleeding condition that no doctor has been able to cure—until  just now, when I touched you! I had lost hope—going from doctor to doctor, spending all my money, everything-- and it just got worse.’ (As she’s saying this, the people in the crowd are all backing away. She is mega untouchable in this culture—and she is too close!). She continues: ‘So Jesus, I had heard about you, how you healed the sick, and I thought, if I could just touch the edge of your garment …then I would be made well. I didn’t mean to bug you, I didn’t mean to stop you now. I’m so sorry…  I’m just so grateful…’
And Jesus says to her, ‘Daughter, your faith has restored you. Go in peace and be freed from your suffering’
Let’s stop now and talk about some of the deeper points in this conversation. As we go through them, allow God to speak to you. I’ve got about seven points 

First, notice how Jesus timing may be radically different than ours: This is one of the many times when the bible tells us that just touching Jesus clothing brought healing. But in this story Jesus stops to talk with the person who benefitted from his power—and what a sense of timing, just when they should be hurrying along on a life-or-death issue! Do you also sometimes wonder about God’s timing? Can he work all things together for good? More about this in a moment.
Second, Jesus’ compassion is beyond what we can ever imagine. He values us as no one else can—nothing can separate us from his love—not even the things we feel make us disqualified. At this time in history, in this culture, merely talking with this woman would have been seen as bad enough, but her illness made her outside the bounds, as any kind of blood flow made anyone unclean—as well as anyone they touched.  Jesus made a point of saying he has been touched and then stopping to really hear her story in front of the crowd. He puts himself at risk in the eyes of others in order to serve this person. Why do I say at risk? Behavior like this act of compassion just made the religious leaders even more angry with him.
Third, Jesus has the power to give us back our true identity. He is the one who restores us to our rightful place with our heavenly father.  Notice how Jesus addresses this woman as daughter. Her identity is not her unknown illness for 12 years, it is not her lack of money or her pain. Her identity is beloved daughter. Your identity is not your circumstances. Your identity is beloved son, beloved daughter. Did you know that this has always been your identity? Jesus is the one who restores us, brings us back to the original plan.
Fourth, Jesus shows us the rewards of living according to restored identity: He says to the woman, ‘Your step of faith, in reaching out to me, has restored you. That’s because when you reach out you show that you believe in my identity’. He said to her:  you were convinced that I have power and authority to heal and restore. You believed that I would treat you with compassion. That’s because you are learning something about your own identity: that you are a beloved child, of our heavenly father. You are approaching me like you should—as a dear child who is confident of finding help. Stay here, and keep your eyes on me, your Lord, and you will get what you need.” indeed, says Jesus: ‘every good thing comes from me.’ 
This is a longer point, because I wanted to explain how I have based this fourth point on several texts. Hebrews 11:6, for example, says that ‘without faith it is impossible to please God. Anyone who wants to come to him must believe that ‘he is’ and that he rewards and answers those who seek him. 
Jesus is looking to find ‘faith on earth’. That means that he is looking to see who is responding to God, who is taking a step in answer to the ways God has shown himself. 
Hebrews 11 lists a whole group of believers who had not yet seen Jesus, but who were trusting God based on what he had already revealed to them about his character, faithfulness, purposes. – the whole chapter is Worth reading! 
Then there is Psalm 16, where David tells of his own steps of faith, his confident hope in God. In verse 8: ‘I keep my eyes always on the Lord. With him at the place of honor in my life, I will not be shaken’. In other words, he takes a decision to keep his focus on God, looking for ways of always honoring him. In the ultimate sense, only Jesus could live this perfectly. He is the author and perfector of our faith. And it is the Holy Spirit of Jesus who fills us and equips us to take steps of faith like Jesus did. 
See also Ephesians 3: 18-19, where Paul writes that it is the Holy Spirit who gives us power to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ.

Fifth, Jesus restores us to our relationships with people around us. This woman was alienated from people.  In the midst of the crowd who knows her: jesus says to her, go in peace, live now in safety and harmony with these people. He says, ‘I say that you are No longer disqualified and unclean. You are a clean, beautiful, daughter of the Heavenly Father, partaker of SHALOM.’ Jesus proclaims a new future over us in the family of God. You have a safe place in God’s family. All of us have been restored and are being restored, given to each other.
Sixth, Jesus deals also with our deeper pains. There are things that this woman might not have even thought about needing healing. He says, “I set you free now from all of the suffering –inside and out—that you have endured—the pain of rejection, the desperation, the worry. It’s time to Walk in that freedom.” Walking around a long time in deep pain leaves scars. The Holy Spirit wants to heal you at every level.
Jesus sees it all. 
Seventh, Jesus can use our stories to strengthen others. Recall that this woman’s story is inside the other story of the little girl who is dying. When Jesus is just finished talking with the woman, the news comes of the girl’s death, and everyone, including the father, deflates in hope. ‘Don’t’ trouble the master further’, they all say…
What does Jesus do then? He turns to the father and says, ‘don’t be afraid, just believe’. Now, remember that this father has been there all this time, watching, listening.. He has of course been and anxious to move Jesus along, but he has also just witnessed what faith can do. He has witnessed how Jesus rewards and answers people who put their trust in him. Let’s have a second look at Jesus’ sense of timing now: we may never know, but perhaps the heavenly Father had already told Jesus that the girl had died, and so Jesus could use this opportunity of healing this woman through her faith in him to help this man also believe and not give in to despair when he heard the devastating news from home.

It’s not difficult for some of us to give into despair when faced with unknown dangers affecting your children. I mentioned earlier that I had got news last week of bombs going off in tourist areas of Thailand, but no news from Arie and Gracia. Now some of you are very logical, like my husband Lans. When he heard this news, he thought, ‘well, the chances are so small of them getting blown up, much smaller than them being run over by a car there…’. So none of you types of logical people would have even blinked an eye about those few bombs in Thailand, compared to the thousands of car accidents that happen every day.…but I’m not famous for my logic. Are there any others sitting here today, who sometimes sail on the waves of illogical emotions? by the time that I turned off the tv, Lans was already upstairs in his study working, full of peace and logic, totally right with God, while I was left downstairs, having to breathe deeply in my illogical soul… so I turned right then to God to pray for them, and for me, too. And perhaps the answer I received was mostly for me-- because I felt the Lord right away give me the first phrase in a song that I had not heard in a long time. The song is called, “I am not alone”. And that’s what I heard sung to me, “I am not alone’.
And I felt right away the hope of God’s comfort in this situation, as if he said, “I’m going to give you a chance now to practice what you want to preach. So Be courageous, believe in me; don’t allow yourself to slip into panic; eyes on Me’: so I grasped onto these words “I am not alone’ There are some beautiful lyrics here—and they represent truth about God and who he is, and who I am, who Arie and Gracia are… As I allowed myself to believe in this word to me, I felt that I could stand on this truth: I am not alone. He would go before me, he would never leave me.
The result was that I experienced a great deal of peace while waiting for news, which (by the way) took several hours. I held onto this encouragement from God in the next few days, when a few more bombs went off. It turns out there were even bombs in Phuket, where they had been. God had helped me that first day to take a step to believe in His goodness toward Arie and Gracia, and his goodness toward me, his child. Therefore I experienced peace in the midst of uncertainty. I could trust him that no matter what happened, he would be with us all. 
By the way, they are home now. But that, although a very happy circumstance, is not the point. They knew nothing about bombs at all, they were surprised! I had to send them a picture of the newspaper article to prove I wasn’t some over-worried mother! The main point is that God is always with us, and therefore we can choose to be courageous. I could hold onto him and not descend into hysterics or excessive worry while waiting. I could experience his peace when I had no control in my circumstances. How many times do we actually have real control of our circumstances? I think God wants to help us in the midst of real-life uncertainty. And for the logical people among us here today, maybe you have learned a bit more now about praying for us, including hugging us, the emotional roller-coaster types! I know that after this week, I’ve got a bit more courage and faith in my pocket.
Jesus helped me. I am not alone. That’s my story of the week.


For huisgroepen:
Ijsbreker: wat was jou favoriete onderdeel van de Olympische spelen? Thrill of victory? Agony of defeat? 
Lees psalm 16 samen, of luister naar lied “I am not alone”. Deel met elkaar wat je daarin raakt
Wie zijn voor jou de belangrijkste geloofshelden die je in de Bijbel, of buiten de bijbel die je moed geven? Schrijf je eigen Hebreeuws 11!
Waar wordt jouw geloof op dit moment getest? Waar heb je moed nodig om door te gaan? 
Wanneer ben jij voor het laatst (net als Epke Zonderland) op je snuit gevallen? Wat waren toen je ervaringen met de heilige geest? Door welke ervaringen is je geloof gegroeid? 
Geef een aantal voorbeelden uit je eigen leven van de relatie tussen moed en geloof.
Welke stap kan je in geloof deze week zetten? Deel dat met elkaar en bid voor elkaar

Lied: I Am Not Alone 
Gezongen door: Kari Jobe
When I walk through deep waters
I know that You will be with me
When I'm standing in the fire
I will not be overcome
Through the valley of the shadow
I will not fear

I am not alone
I am not alone
You will go before me
You will never leave me

In the midst of deep sorrow
I see Your light is breaking through
The dark of night will not overtake me
I am pressing into You
Lord, You fight my every battle
And I will not fear

I am not alone
I am not alone
You will go before me
You will never leave me
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