
TAKING YOUR BIBLE TO THE POOL

John 5:1-39

AT THE POOL ON THE SABBATH


Some are not here in church with us today. They are at the pool or lake or beach or mountains. Some things never change because even though worship services are going on at the temple there in the Jerusalem, Jesus finds a congregation at the pool. This pool goes by several names--Bethzatha, Bethsaida, Bethesda. Rather than going to worship in the organized structure of the temple or synagogue, some go to the pool for healing. What is there at the pool that you can’t find at the Temple? 


“Oh, we don’t go to church anymore. We go to the pool! Boy, things are happening at the pool! Why someone’s cousin’s wife’s friend was just healed of her arthritis at the pool last month. And it’s exciting at the pool! We all bring our picnic lunches and enjoy the sunshine and the crowds. No preacher, no guilt, no offering, no “Thou shalt nots.” It’s a chance to get away from your normal routine. And not just at the pool there in Jerusalem. We have pools at Rehoboth and Virginia Beach and the Outer Banks and at the lakes and rivers in the area. “In case you are wondering where we are this summer, we’ll be at the pool.” 


Jesus does not condemn those who visit the pool rather than the house of worship. And neither do I. The pool obviously meets some important needs. Leaders of temple and church can ask what the pool offers that we don’t and try to figure out what we can do to change to minister to their needs. 


Notice, however, that the pool is not a place of fairness and love. Jesus asks the man who has been ill for thirty-eight years, “Do you want to be made well?” (5:6). The sick man answers, “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.” At the pool it’s every sick man for himself. No one is there to help him to the front of the line. And since he is crippled, those with arthritis or hangnail or tennis elbow can outrace him when the water stirs. It’s refreshing to hang out at the pool, but it’s not much of a community of grace and care for one another.


Jesus, however sees this man’s need and responds: “Stand up, take your mat and walk.”  There at the pool--not in the temple or at the church--at once the man was made well, and he took up his mat and began to walk. 

We have little time to celebrate with this regular pool-goer before we hear those ominous words, Now that day was a sabbath. (5:9a). So the Jewish leaders said to the man who had been cured, “It is the sabbath; it is not lawful for you to carry your mat.”  (5:10). 


Here is the first controversy story in John’s account, but it is not the last. It’s about worship--particularly about the sabbath observance. And is so often the case when the religious leaders confront Jesus, they have the Bible on their side. It’s even one of the Ten Suggestions! Oh, I’m sorry, that’s a modern translation from Reverend Will B. Dunn. I believe we still call them the “Ten Commandments.” Well, in the Exodus tradition it is the fourth and the central commandment around which all others revolve: Remember the Sabbath Day and keep it holy (Exodus 20: 8). 


And the Mishnah tradition listed forty save one (thirty-nine) specific instances of work on the Sabbath  The last work noted in the list is “taking out something from one domain into another.” (Shabbath 7:2, Mishnah, page 106; see Shabbath 11:1-6). When they finally do catch up with Jesus they question him about “doing such things on the sabbath.” 

IN THE BIBLE

As is so often the case when the religious leaders confront Jesus, they have the Bible on their side. They use the Bible as a stick to substantiate what they already believe and to beat others into submission  It still happens today. 


When I graduated from seminary and became Associate Pastor of a church in Columbus, Ohio, I began to work with the Greater Columbus Baptist Association. Art was the Director of Missions and his wife was dying of cancer. Shortly after my arrival there in Columbus, Art’s wife died and everyone was very sad. 


Just a year later, however, Art announced that he was going to marry again. We were glad. Some were not, however, because Art was going to marry a woman who was divorced. And Linda also was the former wife of a former pastor in the area. They called an associational meeting to vote to retain or dismiss the Director of Missions because he was not following scripture. They pointed it out to us right there in our Bible in Luke 16:18: “Anyone who divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery, and whoever marries a woman divorced from her husband commits adultery.” It’s in your Bible! And those shouting that night accused the rest of us of not believing the Bible. Those of us so charged were able to keep Art from being fired, but we had to go against the Bible to do it. It’s so clear in the Bible that Art regularly commits adultery with his new wife.


And I once asked a church where I served if we could alter our by-laws so that women as well as men could be elected as deacons. The by-laws said “men” specifically. I remember so clearly Dan sitting with the other deacons around the breakfast table that Saturday morning, opening up his reference Bible and reading 1 Timothy 3:12: Let the deacons be the husbands of one wife; and 1 Timothy 2:12: But I permit not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence. Then Dan said, “Before we look at any other scripture references, you explain how these two verses allow a woman to be a deacon.”


He was right. He was quoting the Bible, our source of authority. It was right there in our Bible. We lost the vote to change the wording in the constitution. We didn’t lose by much, but they said they had the Bible on their side. Pick an issue today and you will find those who say they have the Bible on their side. I won’t name the issues but you know them. The Bible is still a book that we use to try to beat others into submission. Not only the religious leaders of Jesus’ day but also we not only use, but also abuse, the Bible when it becomes the proof text for what we already believe.
ON MY BEHALF

Jesus admits that he and the healed man are working on the sabbath. Jesus does not say here in John, as he does in Mark, “The sabbath was made for humans, not humans for the sabbath; so the Son of Man is lord even of the sabbath.” (Mark 2:27). Jesus does not defend himself by contending that he has broken no sabbath laws. Rather, he turns the tables by insisting that he is doing the very things on the sabbath that God does and, therefore, is observing the day better than his antagonists: “My Father is still working, and I also am working.” (5:17).

Jesus does not dismiss the Bible but allows it to witness to his life and to show him and us how God works in the world. Jesus says in verse 39: “You search the scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that testify on my behalf.” (5:39). Jesus sees the Bible as a witness to how God works in the world; therefore, when he does the work of God, the Bible witnesses/testifies on his behalf. This is not using the Bible as a proof text for what we already believe or a club to beat others into submission. Jesus hears the Bible as a voice of God. 

Marcus Borg writes in The Heart of Christianity that the Bible has become such a stumbling block for many today that in the last fifty years probably more Christians have left the church because of the Bible than for any other single reason. He contends that the emphasis on the Bible as inerrant, infallible and the listing of absolute laws for science, history and morals has turned many away from the Bible and the church.1


I think Borg is right. And I think one reason why so many today still go to the pool on Sunday is because they don’t want to hear all the arguments about the Bible. They are tired of hearing in the organized church arguments about which group has the Bible on its side.  


I am here today because I believe that the Bible is central to the heart of our faith because it shows us God and Jesus and the life of faith. Let me suggest, as Borg does, that the Bible can still be powerful for us not as a club but as metaphor and a sacrament. A metaphor is a way of seeing. The Bible contains metaphor but the Bible is also a metaphor itself. The Bible is a way of seeing the world, seeing our lives and seeing our relationships with God and world and others. The task is not to “believe in” the metaphor but to allow the Bible as a metaphor to shape the way we see and the way we believe in God.  The goal is not to use the Bible to substantiate our beliefs but to allow the Bible as metaphor to help us see the world in the way God sees it. That is what Jesus does with the sabbath command quoted in the Bible--to see how God works in the world . . . even on the sabbath: “My Father is still working, and I also am working.” 

The Bible is not only metaphor but also sacrament. A sacrament is a visible and physical vehicle/vessel for the Holy Spirit to come to us. A sacrament is a means of grace. The Bible is sacred because the Holy Spirit comes through these printed pages to encounter our lives. In a sense, we do not read the Bible; for in truth the Bible reads us and challenges us. The Bible is not a tool in our hand that we use to convince ourselves and others but a means of grace through which the Lord of the universe touches our eyes and helps us see differently. Through the sacrament called the Bible we receive from God a new way of seeing--a new metaphor. The Bible testifies to the truth of Jesus’ life. Jesus says, “You search the scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that testify on my behalf. (5:39). In this Bible we see and hear the work of God that comes through the work of Jesus. 


I love to read the Bible. I read the entire New Testament before I graduated from high school and have read the New Testament through many times since then.  I have probably read the whole Bible through about ten times and have devoted the last 38 years to a serious study of the Bible, its history and languages. Why? I want to meet Jesus in the Bible. I want to hear and see this person who is my hero, my Savior, my Lord and my friend. I don’t want to use the Bible as a club. I don’t want to argue about the Bible. I want to find in these words the Word of Life that will change me and help me see how Divine Graciousness works in the world. I don’t want to use the Bible to confirm my already-concluded intellectual decisions. I want the Bible and the testimony of the Bible--Jesus of Nazareth and Jesus the Christ--to change my heart. 


To me the Bible is the heart of the tradition because I want to give my heart to Jesus. We search for Jesus everywhere. Some here in John find Jesus at the pool. Some in the book of Revelation find Jesus by the river of life. Some, like Lydia, find Jesus by a river outside of town.  I can understand that some go to the pool or river or lake or ocean so they won’t have to hear our arguments about the Bible. I hope we can find Jesus as we gather around the Bible as metaphor and sacrament here in this faith community named Vienna Baptist Church. I give my heart--my allegiance--to Jesus who does the work of his Father . . . even on this Sabbath.
1 Marcus Borg, The Heart of Christianity: Rediscovering a Life of Faith (How We Can Be Passionate Believers Today; HarperSanFrancisco, 2003; page 43
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