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People stand on the brink of mysteries and harmonies into which they never enter, and 

with their hands on the doorlatch, they die outside. —Emerson  

 

Ancient Witness:  John 5:2-9a 

 

“I caused my brother to kill himself.”  

Reverend Emmett gazed at him thoughtfully.  

“I told him his wife was cheating on him,” Ian said in a rush, “and now I’m not even sure she 

was, I mean, I’m pretty sure she did in the past, I know I wasn’t totally wrong, but... so he drove 

into a wall, and then his wife died of sleeping pills, and I guess you could say I caused that too 

more or less...”  

He paused, because Reverend Emmett might want to disagree here. But Reverend Emmett only 

rocked from heel to toe.  

“So it looks as if my parents are going to have to raise the children,” Ian said. Had he 

mentioned there were children? “Everything’s been dumped on my mom and dad and I don’t 

think they’ll ever be the same after this, and my sister’s busy with her own kids, and I’m away at 

college most of the time...” 

In the light of Reverend Emmett’s blue eyes, which had the clean, transparency of those marbles 

that Ian used to call ginger ales, he began to relax. “So, anyhow,” he said, “that’s why I asked 

for that prayer. And I honestly believe it might have worked. Oh, it’s not like I got an answer in 

plain English of course, but... don’t you think? Don’t you think I’m forgiven?” 

“Goodness, no,” Reverend Emmett said brusquely.  

Ian’s mouth fell open. He wondered if he’d been misunderstood. He said, “I’m not forgiven?”  

“Oh, no!”  

“But... I thought that that was kind of the point,” Ian said. “I thought God forgives everything.” 
“He does,” Reverend Emmett said, “But you just can’t say ‘I’m sorry, God.’ Why, anyone could 

do that much. You have to offer reparation. Concrete, practical reparation according to the 

rules of our church.”  

“Wait,” Ian said. “You’re saying God would want me to give up my education? Change all my 

parents’ plans for me and give up my education?” 

“Yes, if that’s what’s required,” Reverend Emmett said.  

“But that’s crazy. I’d have to be crazy.” 

“'Let us love not in word, neither in tongue,'” Reverend Emmett said, “'but in deed and truth.'  

First John three, eighteen."  

“I can’t take on a bunch of kids. Who do you think I am? I’m 19 years old!” Ian said. “What 

kind of a cockeyed religion is this?” 

“It’s the religion of atonement and complete forgiveness,” Reverend Emmett said. “It’s the 

religion of the Second Chance.”  

 

This encounter is from the book Saint Maybe, a novel by Anne Tyler. Ian is the main character. Then, 

after this encounter, he tells his parents that he has taken a job as an apprentice for a woodworker in 

order to help raise his brother’s children.  
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“I’ll work out a schedule with my boss,” Ian said. “Also, there’s this church that’s going to 

pitch in.”  
“This what??” 

“Church.” 
They tilted their heads.  

“There’s this... it’s kind of hard to explain," he said. "This church sort of place on York Street, 

see,  that believes you have to do something practical to atone for your, shall we call them, sins. 

And if you agree to do that they’ll pitch in. You can sign up on a bulletin the hours that you need 

help, the hours that you’ve got free to help others…” 

“What in God’s name...” Bee said. 

“Well that’s just it,” Ian said. “I mean, I don’t want to sound corny or anything, but it is in the 

name of God. 'Let us not love in-' what - 'word or tongue, but in-'" 

“Ian, have you fallen into the hands of some kind of sect?” his father asked. 
“No, I haven’t,” Ian said. “I’ve merely discovered a church that makes sense to me. The same 

as Dover Street Presbyterian makes sense to you and mom.” 

“Dover Street didn’t ask us to abandon our educations,” his mother told him. “Of course, we 

have nothing against religion, we raised all of you children to be Christians.  But our church 

never asked us to abandon our entire way of life.” 
“Well maybe it should have,” Ian said. 

His parents looked at each other.  

 

This morning I want to talk about this principle that runs through the entire Biblical narrative, and you 

can see it also in other religious traditions as well. And the principle is this: we have responsibility for 

our own spiritual health. That is, what God offers all of us we need to receive. It’s an action. It’s never 

God who withholds forgiveness or wholeness, it’s always humanity which deprives itself of it.  

 

A person might be ill and the doctor is able to prescribe drugs to help cure this person. But this person 

will not be cured unless he or she takes them. He or she may stubbornly refuse any persuasion to take 

the medication. And the church should not look away and say, “Ah don’t worry about it. God will take 

care of you. There’s nothing you need to do.” A church must be on the side of the doctor. For without 

human cooperation even God is helpless.  

 

In the New Testament reading today, it’s also about this principle: In Jerusalem there was a pool called 

Beth-zatha, in which lay many people who were considered invalids, those who were blind or lame or 

paralyzed. And this pool was known for its healing properties. And it says there was this old man who 

had been there for 38 years! And he said, “Every time the water gets stirred up, every time it starts to 

bubble someone steps down ahead of me and no one will  help me get into the pool.”  

 

And so, according to this story, it’s hard to tell what Jesus is seeing, but the first that he says to this old 

man is this: “Do you want to be made well?” I suggest that this is probably the most profound question 

for those of us on a spiritual quest, this question, do we want to be made well? Of course he’d want to be 

made well, right? Who wouldn’t? But then, we don’t see what this spiritual master saw. Maybe Jesus 

saw a man who was all too content to remain the way he was. After all, if you’re a victim, someone else 

has to do all the working and all the worrying. And so I think if you read into this story there’s an 

implied statement behind this question, "Do you want to be made well?" 

 

As a spiritual teacher, I think Jesus might as well have addressed this question to all of us. For there is a 

part of us that is content to stay the way we are. In our heads we might say, "Of course I want to be 
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made well. Sure! Who wouldn’t?" But in our hearts we may say, "Leave me alone. I’m comfortable with 

the way things are. I’m comfortable with my routine."  It’s much easier to put the responsibility onto 

someone else.  “You know, I’m not going to seek spiritual healing and wholeness because nobody 

inspired me.”  Jesus was saying, “Inspire yourself!  Look within and answer this question:  Do you want 

to be whole or not?” 

 

And so then Jesus looks at this poor, helpless old man, and he says, “Stand up! Pick up your mat and 

walk!” Now, some people might say that the "Christian" response would have been, “Oh, you poor man. 

You just stay right there. Don’t worry, I’ll come over to you. I’ll help you. I’ll rescue you. Don’t worry 

about a thing.” But Jesus doesn’t do the "Christian" thing, does he? Rather his words are something like, 

"Get off your butt! You have some work to do."  

 

From a Spiritual perspective, when it comes to spiritual wholeness or being made well there must be 

cooperation. The power of God doesn’t do away with or override human effort.  

 

It was Victor Frankel who was put away in the Auschwitz concentration camp who survived those 

terrible years, and he wrote a book called Man’s Search for Meaning.  It’s a classic. And in it he said, 

"The sort of person the prisoner became was an inner decision and not the result of camp influences 

alone." Frankel was convinced that prisoners who had lost their sense for the meaning of life were the 

first to fall ill and to die. That is, they let their environment conquer them, determine them.  

 

No matter how awful the circumstances, no one is simply caught up in a situation. Even if all of our 

freedoms are taken away, even if our physical bodies are battered and broken, and even if we are under 

tremendous psychological and physical stress we always have some choice regarding our spiritual 

health.  

 

There’s a famous painting by an artist called Holman Hunt. It’s called “The Light of the World” in 

which the door of the human heart has no handle on the outside. And this is because it can only be 

opened from the inside. Human beings must choose, they must cooperate in their own spiritual 

wholeness. They must participate in their own healing. "Behold I stand at the door and knock. If 

anybody opens the door, I will come in and I will be with them." The Divine Spirit knocks and someone 

can answer or someone can refuse to answer. God does not break in. The doorknob’s on the inside.  

 

And so as I reflect on this from a perspective of spiritual community, a church, we can learn that we, 

too, cannot open the door for others. What we can do, however, is to encourage each other to open that 

door for themselves. We cannot by our own righteousness or our own niceness or whatever, save others. 

I can’t do it, you can’t do it. In the church there’s this urge, I think, to rescue people. To make 

everything alright, “Don’t worry about anything. I’ll put you in the water. Don’t lift a finger. Don’t 

worry, you don’t have to be loving or kind.” This is what’s commonly called codependency. That is, 

enabling others to avoid the responsibility through our niceness. Churches are often great places to avoid 

responsibility because there are plenty of people who are willing to rescue you. To do it for you. As the 

spiritual teacher Jesus modeled, this is not always the most loving thing to do. Nice is not always loving. 

Instead, Jesus offers these life-giving words of personal responsibility: “Stand up. Pick up your mat and 

walk.”  

 

In a book by Anna Quindlen called A Short Guide to a Happy Life, she said this:  

 

I suppose the best piece of advice I could give is pretty simple: get a life. A real life, not a manic 

pursuit of the next promotion, a bigger paycheck, a larger house... Get a life in which you notice 
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the smell of salt water pushing itself on a breeze over the dunes... Get a life in which you pay 

attention to the baby as she scowls with concentration when she tries to pick up a cheerio with 

her thumb and first finger... Get a life in which you are not alone. Find people you love and who 

love you... Get a life in which you are generous... and realize that life is glorious, and that you 

have no business taking it for granted.  

 

It reminds me of a great line I heard once: "I resolve to love life." I find this remarkably close to Jesus’ 

instructions. It’s up to us whether we love life or not. Not the life we’ve always wanted but the life we 

have.  It’s up to us to stand up and walk. And not blame anybody else, not even God. It’s up to us. In the 

midst of continual daily threats to our nation and democracy and the planet, we can feel paralyzed.  And 

we want to lie down and wait for someone to swoop down and rescue us.  But it’s up to us to stand up 

and walk, to experience wholeness. 

 

And so let’s resolve not to let things get in our way. Let’s promise together not to allow circumstances to 

stop us from loving life, from being well, from being healed. Let’s not allow illness or death, anxiety 

about money, unhappiness in a job, feelings of loneliness, personal disappointment, let’s not allow those 

things to stop us. Let’s not deny that these things exist, of course not, but let’s not let them stop us from 

loving life and experience wholeness. Let’s make this our message and our resolution: "I’m not going to 

lie down, helpless, by the bubbling pool. I’m going to pick up my mat and walk!"  Amen. 
 

Note: The manuscript version may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from the spoken version. 
 


