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“NO HOCUS POCUS MINISTRY” 

Matthew 9: 9-13, 18-26 

 

 First of all, I want to extend a warm welcome to all the guests today, 

whether you came here on purpose or just stumbled in off the street, looking for a 

good sermon from the pastor. I’m a kind of guest myself. You see, Pastor Giuseppe 

asked me to preach in his place today since he was busy at the Synod meeting this 

weekend. Apparently, he’s not afraid of what I might say. Maybe he should be! 

 A pastor of a church fell sick and asked another preacher to take his place. 

As he began to speak, the preacher said, “You know, a substitute preacher is like a 

piece of wood in a broken window. He fills the space, but he’s not the real glass.” 

Then he proceeded with his sermon. After the service, a lady approached him to 

pay him a compliment. She said, “You weren’t a replacement after all. You were a 

real pane!” 

 At a church revival Leroy gets in line and, when it’s his turn, the evangelist 

ask, “Leroy, what do you want me to pray about for you?” 

 Leroy replies, “Preacher, I need you to pray for my hearing.” 

 The preacher puts one finger in Leroy’s ear and places the other hand on top 

of his head. Then he lifts his eyes toward heaven and prays and prays. After several 

minutes, the preacher removes his hands and asks, “Leroy, how is your hearing 

now?” 

 Leroy responds, “Well, I don’t know, Preacher; it ain’t til next Wednesday.” 

 Today’s sermon is about healing. It can be quite a controversial topic in 

some churches. In some circles spiritual healing is viewed as nothing less than 

hocus pocus. 

 The expression hocus pocus has quite an interesting origin. We use it to 

mean “trickery” or “deception.” The phrase actually has a religious origin, coming 

from the time when Roman Catholic priests said the mass in Latin, a language that 

most of the people could not understand. Lifting up the communion wafer, the 

priest would intone “Hoc est corpus,” which means “This is the body.” It was part 

of the liturgy related to the miraculous transformation of the bread into the 

supernatural bread of heaven. To the common person, though, the priest’s words 

sounded like mumbo jumbo. Hence, the expression hocus pocus came to mean 

some unintelligible gibberish that is supposed to have supernatural effects. 

 If you’ve ever heard some preachers and evangelists on TV or YouTube, 

you might get the idea that maybe there is a special religious lingo that makes 

prayers more effective or powerful. We get the impression that if could just say 
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“God” with a deep enough voice and with the right intonation—Gawd—that our 

prayers would be more effective.  

 I spent 29 years of my ministry in Eastern Ohio, and one of my favorites at 

this kind of unique religious speech was Ernest Angley of Akron, Ohio. If you ever 

heard him punch out the word “hhe-eal,” you wouldn’t forget it. Many of those 

Ernest prayed for on his program were “slain in the spirit,” falling over and passing 

out. 

Rev. Angley was also known for sending out “blessed cloths,” handkerchiefs 

anointed by him for healing, to people who made appropriate donations. On his TV 

program the evangelist routinely recited testimony after testimony of people who 

were made well by touching those blessed handkerchiefs.  

 It’s rather confusing, isn’t it? How come we don’t have those kinds of show-

stopping tactics in our church? How come we didn’t have people falling over and 

claiming miracles last Sunday during our healing prayers? Is there something 

wrong with the way we practice our healing ministry at Nativity? 

 If I could ask God for just one spiritual gift, it would be the gift of healing. 

In my years of ministry I have seen so many beautiful people succumb to the 

ravages of disease and pain—newborns struggling for life and losing the battle, 

nine-year-olds dying of cancer, teenagers with permanent paralysis, young adults 

fatally wounded in auto accidents, young parents with leukemia, the elderly with 

Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s disease—and that’s not to mention the disease of 

depression that has led young men and new mothers to suicide and old men to 

languish in mental anguish. Just think about how many people you know who need 

healing right now! Yes, if I could receive just one gift from God to help the people 

I know, it would be the gift of healing. 

 The need for healing is great. Yet we have questions. Chief among them is 

this: “Does supernatural healing really happen today?” If so, how? 

 In this morning’s Gospel lesson from Matthew, we learn two basic truths 

about spiritual healing as Jesus knew it. 

 First of all, we learn the real source of healing. Genuine healing comes 

through faith, not from gimmicks. 

 In the second half of our Gospel lesson for this morning there are two 

stories—one nested inside the other. The story begins with the leader of the 

synagogue, whom we know as Jairus from other gospels. Jairus begs Jesus to come 

to his house and heal his daughter who has just died. But as Jesus got up to follow 

him, a woman who had been hemorrhaging for twelve years came up behind Jesus 

and touched the fringe of his cloak, saying to herself, “If I only touch his cloak, I 

will be made well.”  

 Mark’s Gospel gives more details about this encounter. He writes that Jesus 

knew power had gone out of him and stopped to ask, “Who touched my 
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clothes”—a question the disciples thought ridiculous because the crowds were 

pressing in on Jesus. Matthew says Jesus turned, and seeing her, he said, “Take 

heart daughter; your faith has made you well.”  

 Three things about this story: it was included in all three of the Synoptic 

Gospels—Matthew, Mark, and Luke, so it was important to the early church. 

Secondly, Jesus addresses the woman, who would have been banned from coming 

into crowds because of her bleeding, as “daughter”—a term of endearment and 

belonging. He accepted her when others rejected her. Lastly, Jesus thought it 

important to correct what could have easily been misunderstood by the woman, 

namely the source of her healing. 

 If Jesus had not stopped and spoken to the woman, what do you suppose she 

would have attributed her healing to? Wouldn’t she have gone around the 

neighborhood talking about the magical healing power of Jesus’ cloak? In a 

superstitious age of talismans and charms, the people of first-century Palestine 

would have easily believed in the supernatural power of a miracle-worker’s 

clothes. Even today some religious people attribute supernatural powers to relics 

from the saints. It’s not a very big jump from that to the “blessed cloths” of Ernest 

Angley, is it? 

 Jesus did not allow such a misinterpretation to remain unchallenged. He 

stopped the parade of people, looked at the woman, and told her that she was 

healed not by a magical cloak, but by faith.  

 What is faith? I read about an Australian woman named Margaret Cole who 

became that country’s oldest first-time home buyer. The 92-year-old got a 30-year 

loan to pay off her house, which meant that she would have to live to be 122 to 

satisfy the mortgage! I’m not sure who had more faith—the bank loan officer or 

Margaret! 

 Sister Mary Alicia worked for a home health agency and was making her 

rounds when her car ran out of gas. As luck would have it, there was a gas station 

nearby, so she walked to the station and asked to borrow a gas can. The attendant 

told her that he was sorry, but their only can had already been loaned out.  

Since the nun had an appointment to see a patient and did not wish to be late, 

she looked around in her car to see what she might use for some gas. She spotted a 

bedpan and promptly took that to the station to get some gas. 

As she was carefully pouring the gasoline into her tank, a couple of 

Lutherans watched with intense interest from across the street. One turned to the 

other and said, “If that car starts, I’m becoming Catholic!” 

Faith! Faith has something to do with believing what is not obvious, or at 

least not what is provable. Jesus used children as examples of the kind of faith we 

should have because their trust is simple and complete. 
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A pastor tried in vain to coax his kitten out of a tree in the backyard, but it 

refused to come down. Since the tree wasn’t sturdy enough to climb, the man 

decided to tie a rope around the branch and then to his car and drive slowly away 

to bend the branch low enough to retrieve the cat. Just as he was inching his way 

and pulling the tree over, the rope broke. Boing! The kitten went sailing through 

the air out of sight and was nowhere to be found. 

A few days later the pastor was in the grocery store when he met one of his 

parishioners who had cat food in her cart. Everyone knew that the woman hated 

cats, so he asked her, “Why are you buying cat food? You hate cats!” 

“You won’t believe this,” said the woman. “My little daughter has been 

pestering me for a kitten continually and I refused. One day I couldn’t take it 

anymore, so I told her, ‘Okay, if God gives you a cat, I’ll let you keep it.’ So the 

little girl went out into the yard, got down on her knees, and prayed for a cat. 

Pastor, you won’t believe this, but I saw it with my own eyes. All of a sudden, a 

kitten dropped down from heaven and landed right in front of her!” 

That’s supposedly a true story. Is that what faith is? 

Jesus says that faith heals—that turning over our diseases and trouble to God 

brings healing. That all sounds nice and good, but we know it’s not so simple. We 

know dozens if not hundreds of people who, in their illnesses, have turned in trust 

to God for their healing and, unfortunately, were not cured. Sadly, there are some 

faith healers around who, to protect their own claim to healing power, will turn a 

bad situation into an even worse one. They tell those who aren’t healed that it’s 

their own fault—that they didn’t have enough faith, that it’s their problem. If they 

just had enough faith, then they would have been healed! 

Have you felt that way about some unhealed disease in your life or in those 

you love? It’s so easy to fall into guilt and depression when we pray and aren’t 

made well. But Jesus did not mean that faith itself brings about the healing. When 

he told the woman that she was healed by faith, he meant that faith in God opened 

the door to healing. Faith does not produce healing; faith accesses the power of 

God to heal. There is a big difference between the two. 

To say that ‘if we have faith, God has to heal us’ is nothing more than an 

attempt to manipulate God. It’s what the pagans believed in former days and what 

the occult is about today. That makes faith into a gimmick—a kind of pay-to-play 

religion with faith as the legal tender. But we do not control God. God’s will is 

sovereign and independent. Faith is not a string that makes God do something; it is 

a door which opens our lives to God’s power. It’s true that faith always brings a 

blessing, but the form of that blessing is up to God, not to us. 

Is this making sense to you? It’s so important to understand. Faith does not 

force God to act; faith brings a relationship with God; it opens the door to blessing. 
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When the hemorrhaging woman reached for Jesus’ cloak, she opened herself up to 

the power of God, and she received what she had wanted for twelve long years. 

Genuine healing comes through faith, not gimmicks—not even spiritual 

gimmicks. Don’t let anyone tell you that your sought-after healing didn’t come 

because you didn’t say the right words, didn’t touch the right cloth, or didn’t have 

enough faith. Healing comes from God alone. 

The second truth we learn from this Gospel story is found in the end of the 

lesson. It teaches us the real result of healing. 

When Jesus arrived at the synagogue leader’s house, the flute players were 

at work, playing their funeral music; and the crowd was all worked up about the 

girl’s death. Jesus said to them, “Go away, for the girl is not dead but sleeping.” 

They responded by laughing at Jesus because they all knew that the girl was dead. 

It was a strange combination of sounds—the mourner’s wailing sobs and the 

skeptic’s sneering laughter. Surely that laughter was a protection against 

disappointment. Isn’t that what skepticism is all about? We want to hedge our 

emotions against the possibility that things won’t work out as promised. We’ve 

fallen into emotional pits before, and the higher we start, the farther we fall. We 

don’t want to set ourselves up for emotional disaster, so we doubt rather than hope.  

Jesus was not deterred by his skeptics. He had the crowd put outside and 

went inside to attend to the girl. When he saw her, Jesus took her by the hand, 

and the girl got up. Mark’s Gospel tells us that Jesus said to the girl, “Talitha 

cum, which means ‘Little girl, get up!’” and that the girl got up and began to 

walk around. Jesus then told the parents not to make a big deal about it, but to give 

her something to eat.  

I have often wondered why such a mundane thing as giving the girl 

something to eat was included in the Gospel. The only reason I can imagine for it 

was to prove that the healing was genuine. Ghosts and hallucinations don’t eat, 

neither do those who are still dead. The girl got up and she ate. Genuine healing is 

verifiable and not subject to being lost by doubt. 

I wonder how many people have been warned by phony faith healers “not to 

go to a medical doctor to check out their healing” lest they lose it out of doubt? To 

be honest, that sounds like spiritual snake oil to me. Yet, as ridiculous as it sounds, 

every once in a while, you read of yet another case where someone dies because 

they refuse to get checked out by a physician or bring their children to doctors 

because they have been told that doing so would display doubt.  

Philip Yancey tells a moving story about lost healing in his book, 

Disappointment with God. It took place back when Kathryn Kuhlman was holding 

healing meetings. A young college student named Richard happened to tune into a 

televised meeting one day and was overwhelmed by the many testimonies of 

healing from cancer, heart disease, and every other illness. He heard that Ms. 
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Kuhlman was going to be in a neighboring state, so he skipped class and went to 

the meeting. Once in the charged atmosphere of the soft organ music, the speaking 

in tongues, and the claims of healing, Richard was particularly excited when a man 

from Milwaukee was carried into the meeting on a stretcher and later walked off 

the stage to wild cheering. The man was a physician who had been diagnosed with 

incurable lung cancer and given six months to live. He believed God healed him 

that night. In Yancey’s book, Richard says, “I had never known such certainty of 

faith before. My search was over; I had seen proof of a living God…I wanted 

contact with the man of faith…so exactly one week later, I phone Directory 

Assistance and got the doctor’s number. When I dialed it, a woman answered the 

phone. ‘May I speak to Dr. S.,’ I said. Long silence. ‘Who are you?’ she said at 

last…I gave my name and told her I admired Dr. S. and had wanted to talk to him 

ever since the Kathryn Kuhlman meeting. I had been very moved by his story, I 

said. Another long silence. Then she spoke in a flat voice…’My husband is dead.’ 

Just that one sentence, nothing more, and she hung up. I can’t tell you how that 

devastated me. I was wasted…I was crying…A flame had flared bright for one 

fine, shining week and then gone dark, like a dying star.” 

How many of you have been there? So convinced of something you wanted 

to believe…but it didn’t pan out. Does healing fade away after the glow of the 

spiritual high is gone? Is that what this is all about—being healed in God’s 

presence and then losing it in God’s absence? No, dear friends! Genuine healing 

lasts. Genuine healing is verifiable by the medical profession. Genuine healing 

shows up on X-rays and CT scans, on MRIs and EKGs. When Jesus healed people, 

he didn’t tell them to hide themselves from those who might doubt. He told 

cleansed lepers to show themselves to the priests so they could verify the healing. 

He told Jairus to give his daughter something to eat. A true healer sent from God 

does not play the game of smoke and mirrors with people’s health. When God 

heals, God does it right. 

Genuine healing comes through faith, not gimmicks. Genuine healing is 

verifiable and lasting, not subject to being lost by doubt. Jesus didn’t have a hocus-

pocus ministry, neither do we.  

Well, then, does Jesus still heal today? Is God still involved in healing in 

2026… or has God retired and turned over the practice to medical professionals? 

Most of us don’t need to go very far to get an answer to that question. Don’t you 

know of someone who was inexplicably healed of a life-threatening disease? I do. 

If you need healing today, reach out toward God in faith. It’s not what we touch, 

but who we reach toward that makes the difference. In our reaching we open the 

door to the power of God to bless our lives. 

 If you need the power of God in your life today, I invite you to stay or come 

back into the sanctuary following the end of the service to receive a prayer. 
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Perhaps you are dealing with a dire diagnosis or chronic illness and need physical 

healing. Maybe you need healing from the bitterness of abandonment by someone 

you loved or the hurt of betrayal by a friend. Maybe you are anxious about the 

future or fighting the lonely battle of grief over loved ones gone or even a special 

pet. Whatever your need, God is here.  

We offer the opportunity for healing. Your faith opens the possibility of 

healing. It is God who brings the healing. There won’t be any hocus pocus, no 

dramatics, just a quiet opportunity for simple prayer to experience God’s Presence 

and power in this sanctuary of hope. 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

  


