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Sermon                         Sunday 26 May 2019 

 

 

Lessons  Deuteronomy 34: 1 – 12  Revelation 21: 10, 22 – 22:5    

St John 5: 1 – 9 

 

 

Prayer of Illumination 

 

Let us pray. 

 

Bless our meditations.   Guide our listening.   Open our hearts to Your Spirit.   Amen. 

 

 

 

In the ancient city of Jerusalem, by the Sheep Gate, there was a pool 

called Beth-zatha.   Surrounding the pool, there were five porticoes; 

five porches or colonnades, in which the blind, lame and paralysed lay 

down and rested.   Described by the fourth century historian, 

Eusebius, as the sheep pool, Beth-zatha means ‘house of mercy’.   

Those referred to in Scripture as ‘invalids’ lay in the porches, in the 

cool shade away from the punishing heat of the midday sun.   Day 

after day, they lay in the hope that, when the waters of the pool were 

stirred, were troubled, one of their number might just manage to 

immerse themselves in the bubbling water and, miraculously, be 

healed; cured of their malady. 

 



2 
 

Situated in the Kidron Valley, the sheep pool is also known as the 

Fountain of the Virgin.   Within the broad tradition of the church, 

there is a fanciful legend that it was in the pool of Beth-zatha that 

Mary, the mother of Jesus, washed the swaddling-clothes of her 

firstborn son.   Be that as it may, throughout ancient Palestine there 

were numerous fountains, natural sources of living water.   Absolutely 

vital for life, fountains were described as the ‘bright sparkling eyes of 

the desert’.    

 

It was at one such sparkling eye that a man had lain for thirty-eight 

years.   Unable ever to reach the water when it burst into life, he had 

become desolate and trapped by his circumstances.   We are not told 

if the man was blind, lame or paralysed, only that he had been there 

for thirty-eight years.   In Jewish story-telling, details always have 

significance and often are suggestive of other stories.   Early in the 

Book of Deuteronomy, the Hebrew slaves having escaped from Egypt 

wander through the wilderness for thirty-eight years.   Is this a story 

of constriction in life followed by freedom?   Of spiritual death and 

new life? 
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Jesus asked the man, ‘Do you want to be made well?’   Here, the 

Greek for well may also be rendered ‘whole’, ‘healthy’ or ‘holy’; 

perhaps it means all these things?   After the man explained to Jesus 

why he had never managed to reach the pool in time, Jesus said, 

‘Stand up, take your mat and walk’.   ‘Stand up’ may be translated as 

‘resurrect’.   It seems this story is about spiritual death (spiritual 

blindness, spiritual lameness, spiritual paralysis) and new life.   Did 

you notice that, while the man believed in the power of magic, in the 

superstitious legend of the sheep pool, Jesus did not refer to the 

bubbling waters at all?   What was it then that gave this man new life? 

 

In the Hebrew Bible, in the Book of Deuteronomy, we read the 

account of the death of Moses.   The greatest of the Hebrew leaders, 

Moses was taken from the plains of Moab to Mount Nebo, to the top 

of Pisgah.   From this elevated vantage point, we read that ‘the LORD 

showed [Moses] the whole [of the Promised Land]:   

 

Gilead as far as Dan, all Naphtali, the land of Ephraim and 

Manasseh, all the land of Judah as far as the Western Sea, the 

Negeb, and the Plain – that is, the valley of Jericho, the city of 

palm trees – as far as Zoar’. 
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Is it possible to physically see all that Moses was shown?   We read 

that the LORD ‘showed’ Moses but the Hebrew suggests that God 

caused Moses to see:  the LORD let him see.   Moses gazed into the 

Promised Land.   At the end of his life, Moses saw the Promised 

Land; not with physical sight, but with the heart, with inner sight, 

with the eyes of the soul.    

 

Moses died by the mouth of the LORD.   In Jewish Midrash, it is said 

that Moses’ death was by a kiss from God.   The story of Moses’ life 

and death is that of a love affair with the Eternal.   It is a spiritual 

story about spiritual or inner sight.    

 

Back to Beth-zatha, to the house of mercy.   What was it that gave the 

man new life, the man who had hidden in the darkness of the portico 

for thirty-eight years?   The Dutch priest, the late Henri Nouwen, 

described Vincent van Gogh as ‘one of the main spiritual guides of 

my life’.   One of the most famous painters in western art, renowned 

for landscapes, still lifes, portraits and self-portraits, for much of his 
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life van Gogh suffered from mental illness and poverty.   He died by 

his own hand aged thirty-seven.   Yet in the midst of his personal 

darkness and artistic brilliance, van Gogh saw the Divine Presence in 

all that is good and beautiful.   At the age of twenty-eight, he wrote to 

his brother: 

 

 To me to believe in God is to feel that there is a 

 God, not dead or stuffed, but alive, urging us 

 toward aimer encore (steadfast love) with 

 irresistible force. 

 

With the eye of the artist, and with inner sight, van Gogh said: 

 

 I think that everything which is really good and 

 beautiful – of inner moral, spiritual and sublime 

 beauty in men and women and their works – 

 comes from God, and that which is bad and wrong 

 in men and women and in their works is not of God, 

 and God does not approve of it.   But I think that 

 the best way to know God is to love many things. 

 

 

Van Gogh saw God in beauty and all that is good.   With that 

practised sense of Divine Presence, the poverty-ridden painter loved 

many things.   It was the Divine Presence that animated and coloured 

the soul of van Gogh. 
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In his life, the Dutch priest Henri Nouwen moved from years of 

scholarly academic work to become a member of the L’Arche 

community, a community dedicated to living with adults who have 

learning difficulties.   In his early fifties, Nouwen reached a point of 

spiritual crisis:  his burning question was, ‘How best am I to follow 

Jesus?’   He received the invitation to join the community as a 

concrete call to follow Jesus.    

 

Some time later, Nouwen gave a Lenten talk to a congregation in 

Massachusetts.   He spoke of his work with members of the 

community.   Nouwen said: 

 

 People walked out asking how this great intellect, 

 this former professor, could say that he’s learning 

 from a man [in the community] who can’t even speak 

 or walk.    

 

Nouwen used his academic gifts to share his insights of what he had 

discovered living with his newfound friends in the L’Arche 

community; things he had discovered about them and himself.   

Nouwen said: 
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 The non-competitive life with [people who have 

 Learning Disabilities], their gifts of welcoming me 

 regardless of name or prestige, and the persistent 

 invitation to ‘waste some time’ with them opened 

 in me a place that until then had remained unavailable 

 to me, a place where I could hear the gentle 

 invitation of Jesus to dwell with him. 

 

 

Van Gogh found God, the Eternal, in all that is good and beautiful.   

The Divine Presence filled his soul.   Henri Nouwen encountered 

Jesus living compassionately among people whose brokenness was 

not concealed.   Each in their context, both men lived out love in their 

life.   At the sheep pool in Jerusalem, the man was healed, made 

whole, healthy and holy, by his encounter with Jesus.   He was not so 

much made clean:  rather, he woke up; he opened the eyes of his soul. 

 

Described as one of the most significant Christian voices in Europe 

today, Enzo Bianchi says, ‘Christian life is impossible without 

spiritual life!’   ‘The fundamental responsibility entrusted to the 

Church’, he says, ‘is that of leading its faithful to an experience of 

God, a life lived in relationship with God’.   Concerned that the 

Church is justifying itself by social involvement, Bianchi says that 
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‘reducing the Christian experience to its ethical dimension is the 

quickest and most direct way to empty faith of its meaning’.   Citing a 

verse from First Peter, we are to ‘sanctify the Lord in [our] hearts’.    

 

Endorsed by a figure no less than Rowan Williams, Bianchi explains 

that in the Bible ‘to meditate’ means to murmur, to whisper, or to 

recite softly the words, phrases and stories of Scripture.   Biblical 

meditation is to eat, feed upon and chew the Word, so that the Word 

is incarnate in us:  we are to live the Word.   Biblical meditation is not 

so much a cerebral exercise but requires involvement of the whole 

self.   Bianchi says: 

 

 For the ancients, meditating meant reading a text 

 and learning it by heart in the most profound sense 

 of that act, with one’s entire being:  with the body 

 because the mouth pronounces it, with the memory 

 that grasps it, with the intelligence that understands  

 its meaning, with the will that desires to put it into 

 practice. 

 

 

In the worldwide church, in the Church of Scotland, in this 

congregation, each person is on a personal pilgrimage, each with our 

own story, our own gifts and talents, our own challenges and hopes.   
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Faith is a spectrum:  some will stand with van Gogh discovering the 

Divine Presence in goodness and beauty; some will sit with Nouwen 

in a community of brokenness; and some will see with inner sight in 

their study of Scripture and their practice of prayer and meditation.   

Over the course of a lifetime, perhaps over the course of a year, we 

may move across that spectrum from one point to another.    

 

For me, the message of the church, the point of the church, is to speak 

of Jesus, open hearts to holiness and, in a myriad of different ways, 

help one another encounter Eternity.   

 

Amen.  

 


