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I heard a funny story I want to share with you.  2nd grade Sunday school class. Story of Flight to Egypt. 

Mary, Joseph, Baby and Pontius the Pilot. 

 

A PRISONER WHO BECAME A HUMAN BEING, RUBBING AN ALL-STAR’S BACK, AND A 

WOMAN NAMED SUNSHINE 

 

A United Methodist minister talks about an experience he had while serving a church 

in a city where the state prison was located. The church developed a ministry to the men in the prison. 

Church members traveled to the prison to hold worship services and do whatever they could to meet 

the needs of the prisoners. Some of the prisoners were released to attend worship services and to 

participate in study groups at the church. One of the study groups met for twelve weeks and at the 

end of the study, each participant was asked to share what he got out of the experience. Instead of 

speaking, one of the men wrote out his feelings out on a poster which said, “12 weeks ago I thought 

of myself as a prisoner. Tonight, I think of myself as a human being. Thank you all.” 

In today’s scripture we read about a man who had that same kind of experience. In 

the city of Jerusalem there was a place called Bethesda, a pool of water where miracles sometimes 

happened. On occasion an angel would stir up the waters, and the first person to enter the pool would 

be healed. One day Jesus visited Bethesda. There was a great crowd of sick people there, the blind, 

the lame, the paralyzed, and they were all desperately hoping to get well. Jesus walked through the 

crowd visiting with them. He came to a man who had been paralyzed for 38 years. Jesus visited with 

this man and learned all about him. Jesus asked him, “Do you really want to get well?" The man 

said, "I have no one to put me into the pool and when the waters are stirred someone always gets in 

ahead of me.” Jesus said, "Stand up, pick up your mat and walk”. The man stood up, picked up his 

mat and walked away. Like the prisoner in the Bible study group, the man at the well essentially 

said, “For years I thought of myself as a prisoner, a paralytic, but now I am a whole human being.” 

What a beautiful story of healing and wholeness. 

For me, the story raises some questions. What about all those other sick people at 

the well? Why didn't Jesus heal them? Is it really a loving thing to walk into a crowd of fifty 

people and heal one while leaving the rest sick and suffering? Was this man's illness different 

from the rest?  Is it because this man had been sick for 38 years and some of the others had been 

sick for only 30 years? Does one have to be sick for a long time before Jesus will heal? I don't 

think that is what happened. In the story there is no indication others were not healed. This is a 

story only about this man. Let’s look more closely at this story. 

I think the reason this story appears is that  this man was suffering not only 

physically but also from a sickness of the soul and of the spirit. It is a terrible thing to be 

physically ill, but it is also a terrible thing to be sick in the soul and spirit. The story portrays this 

man as a bitter, complaining, whining person. The circumstances of his life not only had him 

physically paralyzed, but even worse, he was discouraged and defeated and bitter. He 

complained to Jesus, “It just isn’t fair. I can't get well. I don't have anybody to put me into the 



pool.” He was negative, he was pessimistic, he was unhappy. What a pitiful person he was. Life 

had taken him down in body and in spirit. 

All of us know how that man felt. We may not have suffered for 38 years, but we have 

all had those times when life has beaten us down and left us bitter and complaining. We have had 

things happen to us in life that left us saying, “It just isn’t fair.” An opportunity for a promotion passes 

us by and we complain, “It isn’t fair.” A temptation to do the wrong thing gets the best of us and we 

know we are weak. A serious illness strikes, and we ask, “What did I do to deserve this?” We wake 

up one day and discover that we are old, living in a world that glorifies youth and we ask, "What 

good am I? What good is my life?"  

All of us have times when the circumstances of life get the best of us, they get us down 

and we want to shout, “It just isn't fair.” It is easy to let the circumstances of life leave us sick in soul 

and spirit. 

   A minister was walking down the street when he came upon a group of boys about 11 years 

old. The group had surrounded a little dog and he was concerned the boys might hurt the dog. He walked 

over and asked what they were doing. One of the boys replied the dog was just an old neighborhood stray. 

The boy said, “we all want the dog but only one of us can take him home so we've decided that whoever 

can tell the biggest lie will get to keep the dog.” Of course, the reverend was taken aback and said, “You 

boys shouldn't be having a contest telling lies.” Then he launched into a sermon against lying by saying, 

“don't you boys know it's a sin to lie” and ending with saying, “why, when I was your age, I never told a 

lie.” The boys huddled together and whispered among themselves. Just as the reverend was thinking he’d 

gotten through to them, one of the boys gave a deep sigh and said, “Alright give him the dog.” 

 

Otto von Bismarck, the Iron Chancellor, is considered to be one of the most capable 

and powerful leaders of his time. In the 19th Century he took the various independent German states 

and formed them into the powerful German Republic. Powerful as he was, he had times when the 

circumstances of his life were dragging him down. One time he went to visit a friend who had a 

large portrait of Bismarck hanging in his home. It showed Bismarck as a man of great strength, who 

was in control of his life. Bismarck looked at that painting and said, "That is not who I am.” On 

another wall there was a painting of Peter sinking into the waves as he tried to walk on water. 

Bismarck pointed to that painting and said, “That is who I am.”  

What a powerful statement. There have been times in my life when I felt like Peter 

sinking into the water. No doubt there were times when you have that same feeling. We all have 

times when the circumstances of life get us down and we feel defeated  

The following imaginary story illustrates our dilemma and struggle as Christians: 

The devil decided to have a garage sale. On the day of the sale his tools were displayed for public 

inspection. They were a treacherous lot of implements: hatred, envy, jealousy, deceit, lust, lying, pride, 

and so on. Set apart from the rest was a harmless-looking tool that was well worn and yet priced high. 

One of the customers asked: “What is the name of this tool and why is it priced so high?” Satan replied: 

“That is the tool of discouragement.” 



Satan continued: “It is priced so high because it is more useful to me than the others. I can pry open and 

get inside a person’s heart with that, even when I cannot get near with the other tools. It is badly worn 

because I use it on almost everyone, since so few people know the tool of discouragement belongs to 

me.” 

In his book, Man’s Search for Meaning, Viktor Frankl argued that “The loss of hope and courage can 

have a deadly effect on man.” As a result of his experiences in a Nazi concentration camp, Frankl 

contended that when people no longer possess a motive for living, they curl up in a corner and die.  

Jesus came to this invalid who was broken in soul and spirit. Jesus came to help him 

and heal him. I am sure there is more to the conversation than we have in our Bible. I can hear Jesus 

saying to that man, “Your biggest problem is not your body. Your biggest problem is the sickness in 

your soul. You have the wrong attitude toward your paralysis and toward life. You have said to me you 

are without hope. But I am come that you might have life and have it more abundantly.” I hear Jesus as 

he continues: “You are God’s child. God is always with you. God did not make you so that life would 

defeat you and destroy you. God made you to conquer life. God wants to give you a new soul and a 

new spirit and a new attitude toward life.” 

 The man believed Jesus and as a result his soul and his spirit were healed. The man still 

had difficult circumstances to face. He didn’t have a job, or any skills. He didn’t have a home or any 

food to eat. He didn’t have any friends. But now he had a new spirit, he had new-found hope, and he 

could face all those other adverse circumstances with confidence.  

I have good news this morning. Just as with the man at Bethesda, Jesus can heal our 

souls and give us a new spirit. He says to you and me, “I am come that you might have life and have it 

more abundantly.” He says to us: “Lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the earth.” 

Sometimes we get stuck on our physical age. Some of us get stuck at eighty, or seventy 

or fifty. But we cannot accept that at any given age life is mostly over and we must just ‘make do’ with 

things as they are. In about 2003, a person very close to me, said to me he had recently celebrated his 

50th birthday. He said he felt like and old man and had really nothing to live for.  He died at age 54. 

That is no way to live. The number of years on the calendar do not need to define who we are. David 

Bowie said, “Aging is an extraordinary process where you become the person you always should have 

been.” That wise sage, Clint Eastwood said, “Aging can be fun if you just lay back and enjoy it.”  

So how can we get this joyful attitude about life? With complete confidence in Jesus 

Christ, we can experience the present and dream about the future knowing it is never too late. In this 

new year, we must never underestimate our power to take our lives in new directions. The new year 

stands before us, like a chapter in a book waiting to be written. 

I started my law practice in May 1977 and retired 44 years later in June of 2021. I went 

from the daily demands of the practice to suddenly having nothing to do.  I like to play golf but once a 

week is enough.  I am not one to sit and read books. I enjoy working around the house, to ride bicycles 



and to ski but I don’t want to do those all the time. I needed a mental challenge. I volunteered to be a 

mediator two afternoons a week at the Courthouse and I became more active in this church. But I was 

still not sufficiently challenged.  

And then last January I received a call from Maggie Somerville at Palisade Methodist 

Church. They had been without a pastor for over a month, and she was in charge of finding speakers on 

Sunday mornings.  She is good friends with Buzz and CJ Schoenbeck, and she shared with them her 

frustrations of trying to find speakers. Well, you know Buzz and CJ. They just love volunteering others 

for projects. So, Maggie gave me a call and since then I have led the services at Palisade 26 times, 

including Palm Sunday, Easter, and Christmas. That is quite a challenge for this old lawyer. I can tell 

you it has changed my life. Not only was I mentally challenged to dive in where I had no training, but 

as the months passed, I came into a closer relationship with God. 

Through the experience in Palisade, God came into my life in a new way. With God 

active in your life, you too can launch out and change. At any stage of life, Christ can heal our souls 

and give us a new spirit and a new attitude so we will have a more abundant life. 

A man talks about a beautiful experience he had with his twelve-year-old son. His son 

was quite an athlete and he had just been named to the Little League All Star Football Team. One 

night the man was in his son’s room to tuck him in for the night. He was rubbing his son's back. His 

son said, "Dad, is this the first time you have ever rubbed an All-Star’s back?" That boy was feeling 

like an All Star in his father's hands. That is what Jesus can do for us. With Him we know we are an 

All Star and when we are in His caring hands, we receive care, counseling, and comfort. As His hands 

touch us, we can be healed. He can give us a new soul, a new spirit and new hope. He can make each 

one of us an All Star as we tackle life. 

 

Three pastors are talking about the presence of mice in their churches. One pastor said 

he frequently calls an exterminator to kill off the rodents. The second pastor said he catches the mice 

and takes them down to the river and lets them go. The third pastor said he just baptizes the mice and 

then they only show up on Christmas Eve and Easter. 

 

Jesus healed this invalid's soul and gave him a new spirit. And then he challenged him. 

He said to that invalid, “Stand up, pick up your mat and walk.” He was saying to that man, “Life has 

held you down long enough. I am here to heal your soul and to give you a new spirit. Stand up and be 

the great person God wants you to be.” 

 

James Angel, a Presbyterian minister, tell a story about a meeting he had with a man 

named Joe Rayburn. Mr. Rayburn was a middle-aged man with three children, a beautiful wife, a good 

job, and a nice home. He was a member of a church, but he had a sickness in his soul. Life had him 

frustrated. He said he was in town on a business trip and had not been sober for seven days. He said 

to Angel, “While I was lying in bed this morning, God spoke to me.” Angel asked, "What did God say 

to you?” The man replied, “God said to me, ‘Joe, get up out of that bed. Stand up and be a man.’” 

 



 That is God's word to you and to me. He calls us to stand up and be the person He has 

created us to be. God heals our souls, gives us a new spirit and then He challenges us to "Stand up. To 

stand up and be a person of love. Stand up and be a person of goodness. Stand up and be a person of 

commitment. Stand up and be a person of integrity. Stand up and be a person who cares for others. 

 

A young architect went through a period when life was getting him down. He was 

working hard but was not satisfied. One Sunday his wife encouraged him to join her at church. After 

the sermon he met the pastor and joined a Bible Study class. He said that some months later he 

experienced a healing of his soul and of his spirit. He experienced the challenge to stand up and be a 

man. He said, “I am enjoying every moment of every day. I wish there were 70 minutes in every 

hour, 25 hours in every day and 8 days in every week. I am closer to my family; I have more friends 

and my career is on the threshold of sky rocking.” The man continued, “I can feel it. I know it. I’m 

good. I’m out there doing it, living, and working harder than ever. I’m even playing harder than ever. 

Until a few months ago I hadn’t climbed a mountain since I was in high school. Now I am climbing 

again.” 

 That is Christ’s challenge for you and for me. We are challenged to stand up and 

be the person we were meant to be. We are challenged to start climbing mountains again. 

The pastor Bruce Larson talks about meeting a lady who radiated life and goodness 

and joy. He asked her about the turning point in her life. She said it happened two years before. At the 

time she was the most, negative, sour, gloomy person imaginable. She got into a group of Christians 

who were seeking to grow in their faith. One day a member of the group asked her, “Does the world 

really need another person like you?" The lady thought about it for a few moments and replied, "No, 

the world doesn't need another person like me.” She admitted that she did not want to be a sour, gloomy 

person but she did not know how to change. This Christian friend said, “God wants to give you a new 

name. Your new name is “Helen” which in the Bible stands for “the shining one”. It stands for light.” 

This lady said to Bruce Larson that in her heart she changed her name to Sunshine. She became her 

new name. 

 

We see the power of changing one’s name several times in the Bible. God changed 

Abram’s name to Abraham, which means father of many nations. Abraham’s wife was named Sarai, 

which means quarrelsome, but God changed her name to Sarah, which means “my princess.” He 

changed the name of Jacob, which means “swindler” or “trickster”, to Israel, which means one who 

strives with God. And Jesus changed Simon’s name to Peter, which means Rock upon which Jesus’ 

church was built. 

 

Christ would say to you and to me this morning, “In your heart, in your thoughts, in 

your actions, change your name.” He says to us, “Your new name is Sunshine. Your new name is 

Love. Your new name is Power. Your new name is Courage. Your new name is Victory.” We can 

change our lives by changing our name.  Instead of thinking of ourselves as weak and as a pawn in 

life, we must see ourselves as strong, as worthy, as a child of God. Stand up in 2023 and be your new 

name, be all that God has intended you to be. 

 

AMEN 

 


