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Mark 2:1-12 

 

 

 It was the summer of 1985.  I had just finished my first year at seminary, 

but stayed in Washington DC for the summer, since I had just been hired by Forest 

Memorial  United Methodist Church as their new student pastor.  It was an 

internship that would last two years, an internship designed to let students begin 

their ministry in a supervised setting, where they could learn from seasoned 

pastors. 

 

 So it was probably early June of 1985, and the first few days I spent at the 

church, I was getting the lay of the land, meeting people, learning how things 

worked, setting up my office, etc.  One of the very first meetings I had was about 

the upcoming Vacation Bible School that would take place in July.  I was to be 

instrumental in running the program.  Dennis, the pastor, told me that he‟d set up 

a meeting for us with Linda Southall, the laywoman who would co-chair VBS with 

me. 

 

 So the appointed day and hour came, and Dennis and I were in his office and 

in walks Linda - a tall woman with a bright smile on her face, with her youngest 

son in tow - Joel, who was probably about 5 at the time.  She opened her mouth 

and a deep, twangy Southern accent came out.   

 

 Before very long, I found out that she was married to a Lt. Colonel in the Air 

Force (the church was right next to Andrews Air Force Base), had another son as 

well named Brandon, was from Fort Worth Texas, and had been raised a strict 

Southern Baptist.   

 

 Well, we sat down that day to begin working on Vacation Bible School, and 

we‟ve never stopped talking since.  She became one of my closest, dearest friends, 

and is to this day.  We‟ve been with each other through all the times of life - when 

her family moved up to Boston, when I moved to Wilmington and then back to 

Elkton, when she lost both of her parents, and when I lost Dad, as our families have 

grown and changed - she‟s become a grandmother three times over. 

 

 I know I can count on her for anything.  And she knows the same of me.  I‟ll 

tell you what kind of friend she is.  When I was first starting in ministry, actually 

for a number of years, whenever I preached (which wasn‟t that often) I would call 
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her on the phone and preach the sermon to her - word for word, and she would 

critique it for me.  Now that‟s a friend! 

 

 Friends are gifts from God.  Wonderful gifts from God!  Friends make life 

bearable, friends stand by you when life is a struggle, friends laugh with you and 

celebrate with you when life is good.  Friends are true gifts from God. 

 

 I read some wonderful quotes about friends this week.  Quotes like this: 

 

 From Thomas Aquinas - “There is nothing on this earth more to be prized 

than true friendship.” 

 

 And from William Blake - “The bird a nest; the spider a web; man 

friendship.” 

 

 And from a more contemporary philosopher, Oprah Winfrey: “Lots of people 

want to ride with you in the limo, but what you want is someone who will take the 

bus with you when the limo breaks down.” 

 

 Ah, friends!  What a gift God gives us in our friends.  And oh my, what a 

gift God gave the man in this morning‟s Gospel lesson in his friends.  This might be 

one of the all time great scriptures about friends in the whole of the Bible - and 

there are plenty - Jonathan and David, Ruth and Naomi, the disciples.  But this 

one is a beautiful portrait of what it means to have true friends. 

 

 We don‟t know their names, but we know their story.  Jesus is in town, and 

they have heard about his miraculous healings.  The word has spread.  People 

have witnessed lives changed, deaf people whose hearing was restored, those who 

couldn‟t speak suddenly having a voice, people with demons set free from them.  

They know He‟s in town now, so they know this is their chance to help their friend - 

this man lying paralyzed on his mat.   

 

 At the appointed hour, they go to his home, stand at all four corners of his 

mat, and gingerly pick him up and then they set off for the place where Jesus was.  

No doubt, their hearts were beating with anticipation!  This could be the day!  

This could be the day when our friend is healed, when his life changes completely!  

This could be the day!   

 

 They walked down the dusty streets to the place where Jesus was to be, and 

soon, they see the streets getting more and more crowded, and then, as they draw 

closer to the house where Jesus was, their forward progress is impeded because 

there are so many people who want to see Him.  They stopped, because there was 

nowhere for them to go.  They couldn‟t get in the house, it was totally packed. 
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 I wonder what the man on the mat was thinking.  It wouldn‟t surprise me if 

he had closed his eyes to keep back the tears of disappointment.  It wasn‟t going to 

happen to him.  They couldn‟t get him to the only One who could do something for 

him.   

 

 But then, suddenly, he feels the mat move, and astonishingly, he sees his 

four friends take another tack - they move off to the side of the crowd, and begin to 

take him up the steps at the side of the house.  They carried him up those steps, 

take him onto the roof, lay him down, and then begin to tear up the roof - making a 

hole big enough to lower him down through the roof into the room where Jesus was! 

 

 Can you imagine what that was like for him, and what it was like for that 

crowd in the room?  They‟re standing around listening to Jesus, and all of a sudden 

little bits of stuff comes raining down on them from above, and they look up, to see 

a hole appearing in the ceiling and four men peering through the hole?  And then, 

before they can catch their breath, they see a mat being lowered down with a man 

lying on it, and it comes to rest at Jesus‟ feet! 

 

 It is truly an astonishing story - because that man‟s friends would stop at 

nothing to give him an opportunity to see Jesus and be healed - nothing!  Not the 

crowd, not the roof, not the incredible odds against all of it happening - nothing 

would stop them.  They wanted the best for their friend, and though common sense 

said it was impossible, they did it anyway! 

 

 That‟s what friends are for.  That‟s what they do.  They are there for you, 

they want what‟s best for you, they never leave your side.   

 

 I‟m reminded of that old war-time story of the soldier who was in a fierce 

battle with his comrades, and one by one, they were being shot down.  This young 

soldier managed to escape to a safe place, and was lying in a trench trying to catch 

his breath, when he turned to his commanding officer and asked where his friend 

was.  “He was shot,” the commander replied, “he‟s out there on the battlefield.”  

“I‟m going to go after him,” the young man said.  “Oh no, you‟re not,” was the reply, 

“you‟ll get yourself killed, and besides, he‟s probably already dead.  You are not 

going out there.”  “I have to, I have to,” said the young man, who then crawled out 

of the trench and as fast as he could, go out to his wounded friend on the battlefield. 

 

 Slowly and carefully, he picked up his friend and carried him back to the 

trench, but by the time he laid him down, his friend had died.  With sad eyes, his 

commander looked at him, and said, “See?  I told you you shouldn‟t have done it.  

He‟s gone.”  “I know,” the young man replied, “but he was alive when I got to him 

out there on the field, and when he saw me he whispered with his last breath, “I 

knew you would come.”   
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 That‟s what friends do.  Friends come.  Friends are there.  Friends do what 

needs to be done, and sometimes that which looks impossible for the sake of the 

other.  That‟s the kind of friends the paralyzed man had - friends who would not 

take no for an answer, who made a way when anyone else would have given up. 

 

 Another thing friends do, which these men might have done for the paralyzed 

man, is have faith even when you don‟t or can‟t.  I would imagine that there were 

times when the paralyzed man struggled.  He could not do anything he wanted to 

do.  He couldn‟t see anything bright in his future.  And then, when they got to the 

place where Jesus was, and saw the crowd, he might have thought, “Here we go 

again, more disappointment, nothing‟s going to change.” 

 

 But even then, his friends came to the rescue.  If he didn‟t have faith at that 

moment, they would have it for him.  There‟s a wonderful line in Maya Angelou‟s 

book, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, that goes like this: “to really love someone 

is to know the song that their heart sings and to turn it back to them on the days 

they forget how it goes.”  (On-line, “Loving Enemies is Hard Work - But 

Somebody‟s Got to Do It!”, Bob Edgar)   That man‟s friends did just that. 

 

 Sometimes life is hard, and sometimes your faith wavers, but a friend is one 

who will have faith for you, until the song returns to your heart.  Let me tell you 

about someone else who learned that first-hand. 

 

 One day, a little girl asked her father, „What is your favorite Bible story, 

Papa?”  He told her that it was this one about the paralyzed man and his friends.  

He said, “It‟s one of my favorites because it reminds me so much of how your uncle 

Hans was healed.” 

 

 “Many years ago, Hans and his wife End, escaped the war in Europe so that 

he could continue his life of teaching in the seminary.  At first things were difficult 

because his English was not good, but soon he became one of the seminary‟s most 

beloved teachers.  The students loved him because he was warm and gentle and 

when he spoke, the Scriptures came alive.   

 

 Hans and Enid were very much in love.  Nearly every day they took long 

walks together, holding hands.  It warmed the hearts of students and faculty alike 

to see them sitting close to each other in church.  

 

 Then one day Enid died.  Hans was struck with sorrow.  For weeks he 

would not eat or take walks.  The seminary president, along with three other 

friends, visited him regularly, but he felt lonely and depressed.  He was 

experiencing the dark night of the soul.   

 

 On one of their visits, Hans said to his friends, „I am no longer able to pray to 
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God.  In fact, I am not certain I believe in God.‟ 

 

 After a moment of silence, the seminary president said, „Then we will believe 

for you.  We will make your confession for you.  We will pray for you.‟ 

 

 In the days ahead the four men met daily for prayer.  They made confession 

on behalf of Hans.  They asked God to restore the gift of faith to their dear friend 

and they continued to visit him in his home. 

 

 Then, one day, after many months, the four men were all gathered in Hans‟ 

living room, and he smiled at them before he spoke.  Then he said, „It is no longer 

necessary for you to pray for me.  Today, I would like you to pray with me.  The 

dark night of the soul has passed.‟ 

 

 As her father finished the story, the little girl sat in silence.  After a long 

time, she spoke.  „Uncle Hans was like the sick man in the story, wasn‟t he, Papa?  

Only instead of a pallet to carry him to Jesus, his friends used prayer.‟” 

 

     (Stories for the Journey, Wm. R. White, p. 47) 

 

 Sometimes life is hard, and sometimes it causes us to struggle with our faith, 

but a friend is one who will have faith for us, until the song returns to our heart.  

That was the case with the paralyzed man, that was the case with Hans, and that 

can be the case with you and with me.   

 

 This morning, we can be those friends.  This morning, I know that all of us 

have come here with people on our hearts and in our minds, who are sick or 

suffering in some way.  They might be physically sick, they might be sin-sick, they 

might be struggling because of broken relationships, or money problems, or 

addiction issues.  All of us know someone who is in pain today. 

 

 And just as surely as the paralyzed man‟s friends carried his mat, so too can 

we this day, carry our friends to Jesus in prayer.  Like his, our friends‟ situations 

may seem dire, if not impossible to solve.  Like him, our friends may have lost faith 

or hope.  Like him, our friends may have struggled for a long time. 

 

 But like those friends of his, we can take them to Jesus this morning - on the 

wings of prayer.  We can lay them at his feet and pray for their healing and 

wholeness.  Never doubt, my friends, the power of your prayers.  Never doubt the 

healing that can come through your prayers. 

 

 I want to close with an incredible story I read this week from Tony Campolo.  

Tony was preaching at a Pentecostal seminary one day, and before he was to start 

the service, the president of the seminary and some others asked if they could pray 
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for him.  Of course, he agreed, and they asked him to kneel down, and then all six 

of them laid hands on his head and began to pray.   

 

 And boy did they pray - and pray - and pray.  Now Tony says, being a good 

Baptist he knew how to pray, but these guys took the cake.  They kept praying and 

praying and praying, and getting more and more intense, but all Tony was starting 

to think about was how much his knees were hurting, how heavy their hands were 

on his head, and when were they going to stop?  But they kept on praying, and 

pretty soon, they started praying for other things, not just him and his preaching.  

Sweat began pouring down Tony‟s brow, but they kept on praying.  He heard them 

praying for this person, and that person, and then he heard them praying for a guy 

named Charlie Stoltzfus - and it was a deep, profound prayer. 

 

 “Oh Lord God, we know that Charlie right now is planning to leave his wife 

and their children and go off on his own.  He‟s going to leave their house at 100 

Main Street and walk away from his family.  Oh Lord God, stop him!  Stop him!  

Cause him to stay there and work out his problems and love his wife!” 

 

 By now, Tony was thinking, “now, they‟re praying for some guy named 

Charlie and they‟re even telling God his address!  Oh Lord, deliver me!” 

 

 Well finally, they stopped, and Tony got up and went on and preached the 

sermon and all was right with the world.  Then he got in his car and started to 

drive home.  It was a cold, rainy night and as he was driving, he came upon a 

hitchhiker.  This was many years ago, when the world was a safer place, so Tony 

pulled over and invited the guy to get in his car. 

 

 The young man said thanks for picking me up, and Tony replied, “You‟re 

welcome.  My name is Tony.”  And the guy said (I kid you not!), “my name is 

Charlie Stoltzfus.”  Tony says he almost died when he heard that. 

 

 But he got his wits about him, and he turned to Charlie and said “I‟m taking 

you back to your house.  You just left your wife and three children!”  Charlie was 

dumbfounded.  “How did you know that?” he said.  “God told me!”  Tony replied. 

 

 And he drove him back to 100 Main Street, and walked inside with him, and 

spent some time with both Charlie and his wife.  They ended up staying together.  

Tony found out later that Charlie went on to become a Pentecostal preacher 

himself. 

 

    (Tony Campolo, Let Me Tell You a Story, p. 60) 

 

 Prayer works, my friends, prayer works.  So let us carry our friends to Jesus 

in prayer.  Let us pray for their healing, their wholeness.  I invite you, as we sing 
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the hymn, or two hymns if necessary, to come to the rail and pray for your friends 

who are in need today, or for yourself.  Pray for the healing that only God can give. 

Come and be in prayer, because that‟s what friends are for. 

 

       Amen. 

 
   


