
John 5:1-9 
Jesus Heals on the Sabbath 
5 
After this there was a festival of the Jews, and Jesus went up to 
Jerusalem. 
2 Now in Jerusalem by the Sheep Gate there is a pool, called in 
Hebrew Beth-zatha, which has five porticoes. 3In these lay many 
invalids—blind, lame, and paralyzed. 5One man was there who had 
been ill for thirty-eight years. 6When Jesus saw him lying there and 
knew that he had been there a long time, he said to him, ‘Do you 
want to be made well?’ 7The sick man answered him, ‘Sir, I have no 
one to put me into the pool when the water is stirred up; and while 
I am making my way, someone else steps down ahead of me.’ 8Jesus 
said to him, ‘Stand up, take your mat and walk.’ 9At once the man 
was made well, and he took up his mat and began to walk. 
Now that day was a Sabbath. 

Acts 16:9-15 
9During the night Paul had a vision: there stood a man of Macedonia 
pleading with him and saying, ‘Come over to Macedonia and help 
us.’ 10When he had seen the vision, we immediately tried to cross 
over to Macedonia, being convinced that God had called us to 
proclaim the good news to them.  
The Conversion of Lydia 
11 We set sail from Troas and took a straight course to Samothrace, 
the following day to Neapolis, 12and from there to Philippi, which is 
a leading city of the district of Macedonia and a Roman colony. We 
remained in this city for some days. 13On the Sabbath day we went 
outside the gate by the river, where we supposed there was a place 
of prayer; and we sat down and spoke to the women who had 
gathered there. 14A certain woman named Lydia, a worshipper of 
God, was listening to us; she was from the city of Thyatira and a 
dealer in purple cloth. The Lord opened her heart to listen eagerly 
to what was said by Paul. 15When she and her household were 
baptized, she urged us, saying, ‘If you have judged me to be 
faithful to the Lord, come and stay at my home.’ And she prevailed 
upon us. 
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There is an old hymn that was used in the movie “O Brother 

Where Art Thou” called “Down to the River” – perhaps you know it? 

"Down to The River to Pray" 

As I went down in the river to pray 

Studying about that good ol' way 

And who shall wear the starry crown? 

Good Lord show me the way! 

O sisters let's go down 

Let's go down, come on down 

O sisters let's go down 

Down in the river to pray 

The phrases repeat – oh brothers, oh fathers, oh mothers, oh 

sinners.  The song calls those who will go to head to the river for 
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prayer and to follow the Lord.  This song is sometimes used when 

we talk about baptism.  It is an invitation for us to go and pray. 

 I don’t think it is a coincidence that water plays such an 

important role in both of the scripture passages for today.  In our 

reading from John we meet a man who wants to be made well – or 

at least he says he does.  Jesus appears, on the Sabbath at the 

pools of Beth-zatha.  He walks under the porticos that surround the 

pool and passes those who are blind, lame, and paralyzed.  And he 

stops and speaks to one individual. A man who has been at the pools 

for 38 years.  Thirty.  Eight. Years.  Do you remember where you 

were in 1979?  That’s how long he had been there.  Thirty-Eight 

years.  A lot can happen to a person in 38 years!  And yet the man 

had been there, all that time, lying beside the pool waiting.   

 What stood out to me in this reading was that the man never 

answers Jesus’s question.  Jesus asks him if he wants to be made 

well and he replies with excuses as to why it has not happened. 

There is no one to carry him to the pool when the water is stirred 

up.  People cut in line and got in his way.  There may have been 

more excuses, but Jesus stopped him and said “stand up, take your 
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mat and walk”.  He did not need to be in the water to be made 

well. 

 Why didn’t he answer?  Why was there not a moment of “yes!  

I want to be made well!  Please!”?  Because sometimes we don’t 

want to enter the waters and be changed.  If Jesus had healed the 

man, then his life would have completely changed.  His days of 

being unable to walk would be over.  He would no longer be an 

outcast, no longer be dependent upon the kindness of those who 

would bring him food or care for him at the pools. He would have to 

leave his friends and re-enter society.  His whole life would be 

different.  We don’t know if it would be better or worse, but we 

know that it would not be the same.  Jesus didn’t really give him a 

choice – he told the man to take up his mat and walk, and he was 

healed. 

 Lydia did not enter the water when her life changed, either.  

She was a woman strong enough to do business with the men, 

talented enough to manufacture valuable cloth, and open enough to 

receive the words that Paul’s spoke to her on the riverbank.  She 

was already a follower of God, already one who believed.  Yet, how 

much did he believe?  Was she devout or someone who was 
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“spiritual but not religious”?  I’m thinking somewhere in between 

when the passage begins.  It is the Sabbath and she is not on the 

riverbank selling her wares this day.  She is there to pray.  She hears 

the words of the travelers and is so transformed that she is 

baptized, as is her household which was the practice of the day.  

She went down to the river to pray and left with a stronger faith 

and an open heart. She was so moved by what Paul and his 

companions spoke about, that she invited them all to stay in her 

home for the duration of their stay. 

 In both cases -- Lydia and the paralyzed man - they find new 

life by the water.  In the case of Lydia, it was by the river, in the 

case of the man, it was the healing pools.  The invitation each of 

them receives to come to the water changes their lives.  One 

willingly, one with reservations.   

 I’ve been thinking this week about the difference between 

being healed and being cured. So often, we use them 

interchangeably and yet there is a difference.  Healing and curing 

are inherently different. Curing means "eliminating all evidence of 

disease," while healing means "becoming whole."  When we have an 

infection and it goes away, we are cured.  The antibiotics do their 
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work, the bacteria are killed, and we are cured to return to our 

everyday lives as if nothing happened.  When we pull a muscle and 

use ointment to reduce the pain and inflammation, once that all 

goes away we are cured.  Headaches are cured when we take an 

aspirin and lie down, and we are able to return to what we were 

doing as if we had never had it. 

 Healing is a whole different mater.  When you are healed, you 

are made whole, but the traces of what happened are still there.  I 

have broken both of my ankles – not at the same time!  Each time 

the break required surgery and I have plates and pins supporting the 

bones where the breaks occurred.  I will never be cured – the 

surgical scars and hardware will be with me my whole life.  But I 

have been healed.  I was made whole again in my recovery.  I had a 

conversation with a co-worker this week about this very topic.  We 

were talking about one of her scars and she shared that she’s Ok 

with them, as they tell her story.  They remind her of mistakes she 

has made and challenges she has overcome.  To her, they are 

reminders of her healing – how she has been made whole after 

major and minor injuries.   “I was changed by these events – I will 

never be the same.  The scars are a reminder of that.” 
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 One of the memes I see circulating in the internet is a photo 

of a broken bowl that looks as if It has been glued together with 

gold.  The technique is called Kintsugi and is essentially the art of 

piecing together broken bits of pottery with resign covered with 

gold dust.  When the pieces dry, the bowl looks as if the cracks have 

been filled in with gold.  Out of the brokenness gleams the promise 

of wholeness.  These cracks have not been cured, but they have 

been healed.  The reminder is still there that they were broken, but 

they have been made whole. 

 I say all of this thinking about the man by the pool.  Was he 

cured or was he healed?  And was it possible that his resistance to 

Jesus – the excuses, the rationalizations, the protestations were 

because he did not want to be cured.  He did not want to give up 

hat he had learned sitting by the water, he did not want to let go of 

what had paralyzed him in the first place.  A cure would have 

erased all traces of his former life.  Perhaps if he had thought about 

it in terms of healing, he would have made fewer excuses.  Perhaps 

if he knew that he could carry with him the lessons of what he had 

lived through while moving forward in wholeness he would have 

made fewer excuses.  Who knows? 
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 Down to the river to pray.  Those words have rolled through 

my head this week.  We live on an island with so much water around 

us all the time. The ocean, the creeks and marshes, and even the 

water hazards for you golfers give us the opportunity to find a place 

to let go of stress and simply marvel in God’s creation as the waters 

flow.  The ability to regroup, to look at the cracks and see gold in 

your life, and in the lives of others.  Water is powerful for us.  So it 

makes sense to me that in Acts, the people went to the river to 

worship God.  They went to a place that offered calm, that offered 

the reminder of the role water plays in our story as Christians.  The 

parting of the waters as land emerged, the flood that wiped out 

creation, and the Red Sea that parted.  We think about Moses in his 

basket floating downstream.  There was the time water turned into 

wine, and the thirst that was quenched by living water from a 

woman at a well.  It is in the waters of Baptism that we remember 

the grace bestowed upon us by Jesus Christ.  For many of us, we go 

to the water when we need healing.  We go to rest, to play, to fish, 

to listen to the rushing current.  And we go to pray.  These two 

stories set by, but not in, the water are stories of healing and of 

hope. 
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 These two people were transformed by what happened to 

them by the water.  The man was healed.  He had to face his 

greatest fears of stepping out into an unknown world with new 

abilities.  He had to come to the waters and then step out into the 

unknown in faith.  Lydia had to do something similar.   She went to 

the water to worship and encountered those who knew Jesus.  She 

listened, she worshipped, and then she opened her home to 

strangers who needed a place to stay while they shared the good 

news of the Gospel.  She went to the water and her heart, which 

was open, was opened further.  When Lydia went down to the river, 

she too, was transformed by it’s power. 

 Where do you need healing?  In body or in spirit?  Where are 

your cracks that need to be filled with beauty?  As you hear the call 

to come down to the river, what are your prayers?  I invite you to go 

down to the river in your mind for a moment.  To picture the shelter 

of God by the moving waters.  To place yourself in a posture of 

prayer and being open to the voice of God.  To be open to having 

your life changed.  As you come down to the river, pray with me this 

prayer from author and artist Jan Richardson: 

And All Be Made Well 
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A Healing Blessing 

That each ill 

be released from you 

and each sorrow 

be shed from you 

and each pain 

be made comfort for you 

and each wound 

be made whole in you 

that joy will 

arise in you 

and strength will 

take hold of you 

and hope will 

take wing for you 

and all be made well. 

–Jan Richardson 

(http://paintedprayerbook.com/2015/02/01/epiphany-5-that-all-be-

made-well/#sthash.Gg26B8pc.dpuf)  
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 May you too, come to the river and encounter the word of 

God.  May you come and be healed – not cured – by the work of 

Jesus Christ, and be changed for the better.  Amen. 
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Benediction: Good word. This is one of my favorite benedictions from 
the one and only Bruce Reyes-Chow—

Go forth into the world
With compassion and justice in your heart
Give strength to the weak
Give voice to the silent 

See one another 

Hear one another

 

Care for one another 

And love one another

 

It’s all that easy 

And it’s all that hard
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Now may the grace of God  

The love of Christ 

And the power of the Holy Spirit 

Be with us all, now and forever more  

AMEN
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