Pre:


We are talking about new beginnings.

Specifically, we are talking about the new beginnings that are available to us through Jesus. Today I want to challenge you to consider the obstacles that may be in your way, things that keep you from experiencing and enjoying the new beginnings that Jesus offers you. 


Paul said that anyone who is in Christ is a new creation. The past is gone, and the future is just opening up. Yet we know that this is not all automatic. It involves a change on our part. We have to let go of the old and embrace the new. Let go of sin and embrace God’s call. And that’s not always easy to do.  


When I think of the change that is necessary for us, I think of the concept of paradigm shifts. A paradigm is a way of perceiving or experiencing the world. It’s a belief system. Sometimes new information comes that shatters the old paradigm and creates a new one. One of the best examples of that occurred a very long time ago. People thought that our Earth was the center of the universe. Then a guy named Copernicus came along and said, no, the Earth is not the center. The Sun is the center of our solar system, but the universe is way bigger and we are just a little speck. Then again, people thought the Earth was flat, and you could fall off the edge. But we look at the world very differently now, don’t we? It’s a different paradigm. A different understanding that is based on more accurate information. 

Well, each one of us has our own paradigms, too. We each have a way of viewing and experiencing the world. But what happens when somebody comes along and gives us information that we did not have before? What happens to that old paradigm? 


Listen to this story a paralyzed man, a magical pool, and Jesus. 

On the Verge

John 5


I want to encourage you to take this story very personally today, as a picture of what Jesus can do for you. I wish that I could say that the point of this story is that we will all be healed physically. But that’s not it. Even at the pool of Bethzatha, not everyone was physically healed, just one man whom Jesus singled out. But what John has given us in this story is a sign or a metaphor of what can happen to us all, whether or not there’s a physical healing. 


And it’s all about paradigm shifts. It’s all about seeing the world and yourself, through new eyes. 


Try to get inside the mind of this man by the pool of Bethzatha. What is the paradigm or the lenses through which he views the world? He is paralyzed, and that is a major reality for him, and that paralysis is a part of his world view. And it seems to him that this paralysis is permanent. At least it has lasted for 38 years. Long enough for other people to have married, raised children, built up a 401K, coached their kids in Little League, seen the kids married off and start families of their own. But not this man. He’s paralyzed. He can’t do much of anything other than lounge by the pool, waiting for someone to bring him a bite of food or a drink of water or help him with his personal hygiene. These are realities that he has to deal with on a daily basis. It’s a painful reality, but a familiar one.

Yet, there is some indication that this man lives with a measure of hope. And this, too, is a part of his paradigm. He is not the only person lying by the pool of Bethzatha. In fact there are hordes of sick people by this pool, waiting for a bit of magic to take place. You see, there’s a very strong belief about this pool. They say that from time to time an angel riffles the water in the pool, and when that happens, the first one in gets healed. So, this is not just a pool party. It’s the starting gate of a race. And everyone has his or her eyes focused on the water that sparkles in the bright sunlight. Ready to limp or crawl or be tossed into the water, because the first one in gets healed.  

And here’s the crack in our friend’s paradigm. Even if we allow that the legend of the pool is true. Even if this magic actually happens, that one person is healed every time the pool gets a slight ripple, what are the chances that it will happen to him? He says it himself: I have no one.  He’s paralyzed.  He can’t crawl fast enough to be the first in. And he has no one to toss him in, either. And yet, he stays by the pool, gossiping with his fellow invalids, waiting, hoping that the magic moment might someday come to him. Always on the verge of healing, but never quite getting there. 

I want to ask you to dare to see yourself in this man. Are you paralyzed in some way that keeps you from fully entering into life? Maybe it’s physical, more likely it’s something else. Maybe it’s that habit you know you need to get rid of, or that extra weight you know you need to take off. Maybe it’s that exercise program that you can’t ever quite get going. Maybe it’s that negative attitude or mindset that seems to keep you alienated from other people. 


Tommy Lasorda (of Los Angeles Dodgers fame) tells about his own struggle with change: “I took a pack of cigarettes from my pocket, stared at it and said, ‘Who’s stronger, you or me?’ The answer was me. I stopped smoking. Then I took a vodka martini and said to it, ‘Who’s stronger, you or me?’ Again the answer was me. I quit drinking. Then I went on a diet. I looked at a big plate of linguine with clam sauce and said, ‘Who’s stronger, you or me?’ And a little clam looked up at me and answered, ‘I am.’ I can’t beat linguine.” (Bible.org)


To use Lasorda’s language, what’s your linguine?  

And, where do you go to seek relief, but the magic never quite happens? That is the nature of the pool of Bethzatha. It’s a place where people believe they will find help. But there is no real help to be found there. Where is your pool of Bethzatha? Is it the mythical diet pill that will melt off fat like the advertisements say? Is it a drug of choice that promises to make you feel better? Your weekly horoscope or a visit to a psychic? A vacation? TV self  help talk shows? The Internet? The lottery? (I wish I had a nickel for everyone who said to me, “When I win the lottery. . . .” well, finish that statement. Of course when people say that to me, the rest of the statement is, “I’ll pay off Morning Star’s mortgage.”  Well, I don’t doubt the sincerity of those who say that, but it’s not going to happen! That’s just another Bethzatha myth.) 

At the pool of Bethzatha people gather with great anticipation, and leave disappointed. It’s kind of like a busload of senior citizens going to Atlantic City. Everybody has dollar signs in their eyes on the way down. And perhaps one or two will win a few bucks. But the great majority will come home with less money in their pockets, not more.  


So the man at the pool of Bethzatha is immersed in his illness, and he is mesmerized by the false promise of the pool. Just one face in the crowd, and Jesus picks him. 


Here again, I want you to take this story personally. Do you feel anonymous sometimes, like nobody knows, nobody cares what’s going on with you? 


Jesus knows. Jesus cares. And Jesus has singled you out of the crowd. 


Listen to Jesus’ question: Do you want to be made well?


Now you might expect that he would shout “yes!” But remember, it’s been 38 years, and the answer that he does give, betrays the fact that he is not used to making his own decisions. He says, “I have no one.” No one to put me into the pool when the water is stirred up, and somebody always gets in ahead of me. The pool and its magic are mesmerizing; he can’t pull his eyes away, yet those same eyes betray his despair. 


Well, how would you answer that question? Do you want to be made well?   Are you ready to see that there are other possibilities for you?  Are you ready to take responsibility for your own life? Notice that being healed didn’t make the guy’s life easier. He instantly had to make decisions, like whether to carry his mat on the Sabbath or not. He instantly had to face some people who were offended by the decisions that he did make!

No wonder Jesus asked the question: Do you want to be made well? Some people don’t. They’d rather not take on the burden of being whole and accountable human beings. They’d rather stay in the old paradigm where things are familiar.

Back in the mid-1800s there was a great potato famine in Ireland. People were suffering greatly because potatoes were such a staple crop for them. People were starving and their spirits were greatly discouraged. John Bloomfield was the owner of Castle Caldwell at that time in Irish history. And he was working on the recovery of his estate when he noticed that the exteriors of his tenant farmers’ small cottages had a vivid white finish. He was told that there was a clay deposit on his property of unusually fine quality. To generate revenue and provide employment on his estate, he built a pottery factory. The unusually fine clay created a porcelain china that was translucent with a glass-like finish. It was worked into traditional Irish designs and was an immediate success and eventually became a multimillion dollar industry. The point of the story of course is that John Bloomfield had to look away from the terrible potato crop and notice something else. (Bible.org) 

The thing that so grabs me about this story about the paralyzed man at the pool is that he (like everyone else!) is so focused on the magical pool, that he is completely unaware that God is walking about in the crowd! And this is the crunch point for all of us. Are you so focused on your dis-abilities or your struggle or your pain, that you can’t even see that God is right here in the midst, waiting for you to notice? That God is opening up a new future for you, right before your eyes, if you’ll just turn and look at Jesus and hear his call?


In the days before modern harbors, a ship had to wait for the flood tide before it could make it to port. The term for this situation in Latin was ob portu, that is, a ship standing outside a port, waiting for the moment when it could ride the turn of the tide to harbor. The English word opportunity is derived from this original meaning. The captain and the crew were ready and waiting for that one moment for they knew that if they missed it, they would have to wait for another tide to come in. Shakespeare reflects this meaning in Julius Caesar, Act 4, Scene 3:
There is a tide in the affairs of men,

Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;

Omitted, all the voyage of their life

Is bound in shallows and in miseries.

On such a full sea are we now afloat;

And we must take the current when it serves, 

Or lose our ventures.

(Bible.org)

The paralyzed man in our story saw his opportunity, and he took it. 

So, in the midst of your very real life struggles, may you turn away from the false hopes in the pool of Bethzatha, and grasp hold of the very real opportunity that Jesus offers you.  
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