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Isaiah 56:1-8                  
Mark 2:1-12    GETTING PAST THE BARRIERS 
 
What do you think he was teaching about that day?  We are told he was “speaking the word 
to them,” but no more detail than that.  He had been in Capernaum and then began going 
around the area healing people with various maladies – crowds were starting to follow him 
around.  Now he was back in what would serve as his hometown for a while, one of the 
small fishing villages on the edge of the Sea of Galilee.  Sometimes he taught in a synagogue, 
but on this day we are told he was in a house and there were so many people squeezed into 
it, I’m just glad that the fire marshal didn’t show up.  Perhaps on this day he was telling 
them of the wholeness God desired for those suffering with experiences of brokenness.  It 
could have been that he was explaining how God’s reign, defined by divine love and grace 
was to be reflected in their lives in how they treated others.  Another common theme 
seemed to be that those who lived on the margins, those who had special needs were to be 
included in the community.  I’m confident they were hanging on his every word.   
 
A group of five people arrive a bit late for the gathering.  It had been harder for them to get 
there because one of them was paralyzed and had to be carried by the other four on a 
stretcher.  They try to get near the front door but it was totally blocked and the people there 
wouldn’t budge.  “Hey, we were here first.  Sorry, we can’t make room for you – we’re 
listening to this awesome rabbi talk about God’s inclusive love and healing power.”  People 
were nodding in agreement with what Jesus was teaching, perhaps calling out an “amen” 
here and there.  Imagine, here were five people who couldn’t get near to Jesus because of 
those who were gathered to learn from him – could that happen? 
 
A preacher friend of mine from New Jersey named Eileen Lindner tells about a particular 
time when she took her car to a Jiffy Lube to get it serviced.  I think of her as someone who 
must always have something to read or to work on.  But for some reason, she did not have 
any reading material with her that day.  While she was in the waiting area, she looked for 
something that might be of interest.  There were some magazines that were not to her 
liking.  There was also a small white manual for boat owners that had been left there.  She 
was not much into boating, but as she flipped through the booklet, she ran into a chapter 
called, “The Rules of the Open Seas.”  There it described two kinds of vessels: burdened 
boats and privileged boats.  Burdened boats include such vessels as rowboats and sailboats 
that have no power of their own.  Their navigation is dependent on the tide, wind, and 
human effort.  Privileged boats, on the other hand, are the ones that have motors and have 
the power and steering to go where they want when they want.  Now when these two kinds 
of vessels meet on the Open Sea, what is to happen to avoid a collision?  When two classes 
of vessels share the same waters, the rules state that the privileged boat, the one that can 
maneuver most easily is the one that must change direction or give way, so that the 
burdened boat can make it to safe harbor.  Eileen said she quickly turned to the front of the 
book to discover the author of this great theological treatise.  No, it was not written by 
Martin Luther King, Jr.  It was put out by none other than the Department of Transportation 
of the state of New Jersey.  How odd that a state DOT would get these priorities a bit better 
than many communities of faith. 1  
 



But even though some who would be considered privileged would not make way for the 
paralyzed man to get into the house where Jesus was, there were still the four who carried 
the stretcher who were committed to the needs of the man.  They could have told their 
friend that they were carrying that they had tried but it just wasn’t going to happen that 
day.  However, instead, they carry him up on the roof of the house.  Houses there along the 
banks generally had some outdoor stairs going up to a roof porch area where the sea 
breezes could be enjoyed.  I don’t know if they went up there with the idea in mind that 
they would open a hole in the roof.  Perhaps they went up there to see if they could hear 
what was being said below and to think about what to do next.  They could have heard 
something Jesus said that encouraged them to start digging through the roof.  Roofs in that 
time and place were generally made of palm branches with dried mud and clay packed 
around them, so they weren’t digging through shingles and cutting through wood panels, 
but still it was an unusual act. 2 I can imagine that as the hole in the roof was being made 
that some of the dirt would drop down on the crowd.  And that would be the point at which 
they finally would make room for the man on the stretcher.     
 
Jesus looks at the paralyzed man and at those who lowered him from above.  The gospel 
account tells us he sees their faith.  Of course, we should all live in ways in which our faith 
can be seen.  In this case, the faith he saw consisted of compassion for someone with 
mobility concerns.  He saw diligence, innovation, and strong confidence that it was vitally 
important for this man to have access to where he could have an encounter with Jesus. 
 
After the crowd had all seen a hole opened in the roof, Jesus then puts a hole in the common 
belief system.  He says to the man, “Son, your sins are forgiven.”  Although Jesus did not 
know him, he calls him, ‘Son,’ treating him with the care of someone within his own family.  
He declares that God is not holding against him whatever his sins may be.  There were some 
religious officials in the crowd who were thinking that Jesus was doing something that was 
reserved as God’s prerogative.  Jesus may well have figured the man on the stretcher 
needed to experience God’s grace to begin to be readied to forgive those who had ignored 
his need and blocked his way into the house.  When he perceives that there is 
disgruntlement with his declaration of pardon, Jesus asks what is harder, to forgive sins or 
to heal the man.  Before they can answer, he tells the man to stand up, take his mat and go 
home.  When he does, the crowd is amazed and this time it makes further room for him to 
move through them.   
 
When Warner’s Capital Campaign Promotional Committee was trying to decide what our 
campaign theme would be, we turned to scripture to explore the concept of access.  That’s 
what the largest part of our building project has been about.  The passage from Isaiah we 
heard earlier resonated with the committee.  In times before this passage, the 
understanding was that there were to be certain limits on who could come into the temple 
of the Lord.  Those who brought animal sacrifices were not to use animals that were less 
than physically sound.  They were to bring only the highest quality offerings.  That practice 
somehow shaped the earlier mindset about which humans were welcome to come into the 
holy space of the temple.  Those with certain physical challenges were somehow 
understood not to be welcome.  However, after the Hebrew people had an experience of 
being outcasts themselves, after they had been held as exiles in Babylon, they came back to 
their homeland with a broader understanding of who they were.  They had grown in their 
views of who would be welcome in God’s presence.  No longer were there to be those who 



were considered outcasts from the temple.  It was to be a house of prayer for all peoples.  
The divine grace they had experienced had transformed their understanding of who they 
were as the people of God.   
 
We celebrate that when we finally receive the state approval for use of our elevator that this 
building will have the greatest accessibility that our congregation has had in its 121 year 
history.  Different groups of you have served as the four who carried this project forward, at 
times on a stretcher, at times digging your way through to reach the goal.  And those four 
were then joined by many others who gave generously and sacrificially of their time and 
resources. I am very thankful for all the expressions of faithfulness I have seen during this 
process.   
 
And yet, we must be mindful that the main reason certain people didn’t have access in our 
two scriptural accounts was not because of the architecture of the buildings, but because 
people of faith were significant barriers to other people who were interested in coming.  
Even while we listen to and learn from our Lord Jesus, we may need to be looking around us 
to see who we, by our actions or inaction, are blocking from coming to have an encounter 
with the Lord.  We may be the ones who need to give way and change course.  Yes, we may 
nod and say ‘Amen’ when we hear Jesus talk about God’s inclusive love, but scripture and 
our own experience remind us that in spite of a more accessible building, we still have 
capacity to have our backs turned to those who long to be here.  Whenever that’s the case, I 
pray that God will use another assertive, faithful four or five people to demonstrate what 
needs to happen, and if we are insensitive to it all, that perhaps even some dirt may fall on 
our heads to get us to move out of the way.         
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 From a sermon given by Eileen Lindner at a child advocacy conference at the Alex Haley 
farm in 2000.   
2 Stone foundations of first century homes in Capernaum have been excavated, which I have 
gotten to see when visiting there.                
 


