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PUTTING THE TEAM ON YOUR BACK? 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

 
 

John 5:1-9 

The Healing at the Pool on the Sabbath 

5 After this there was a feast of the Jews, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem. 

2 Now there is in Jerusalem by the Sheep Gate a pool, in Aramaic[a] called 

Bethesda,[b] which has five roofed colonnades. 3 In these lay a multitude of invalids—

blind, lame, and paralyzed.[c] 5 One man was there who had been an invalid for 

thirty-eight years. 6 When Jesus saw him lying there and knew that he had already 

been there a long time, he said to him, “Do you want to be healed?” 7 The sick man 

answered him, “Sir, I have no one to put me into the pool when the water is stirred up, 

and while I am going another steps down before me.” 8 Jesus said to him, “Get up, 

take up your bed, and walk.” 9 And at once the man was healed, and he took up his 

bed and walked. 

Now that day was the Sabbath. 

 

 

You may remember Richard J. Daley, the mayor of Chicago from 1955 until his death 

in 1976. Many stories are told about him, probably not all of them true. This story may or 

may not be true, but I’m going to tell it.  

 

It seems that Mayor Daley was known for being a hard man to work for. Well, 

apparently one of his speechwriters came into Daley’s office one day to ask for a 

raise. Mayor Daley’s response? “I’m not going to give you a raise. It should be enough 

for you that you’re working for a great American hero like me.” That was the end of 

that, or so the mayor thought.  
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Two weeks later, Daley was to give a speech to a convention of military veterans. You 

know, VFW or American Legion. The speech was going to receive national attention. 

After all, Daley had a lot of political clout throughout the country. Now, another thing 

Daley was known for was not reading his speeches in advance. So, now there he 

stood before this convention of veterans, with all of the media in attendance and he 

began to read the first page of his speech for the first time.  

“I am concerned for you. I have a heart for veterans, and I am deeply 

concerned that this country needs to take care of its veterans. So, today I am 

proposing a 17-point plan that includes the city, state, and federal government 

to care for the veterans of this country.”  

 

At that moment, everyone, including Mayor Daley, could hardly wait to hear the 17 

points of the proposal. So, Daley turned to page two of the speech and there on 

page two were written these few words:  

“You’re on your own now, you great American hero.” 

 

If the story is true, then Daley was taught a hard lesson: Life is a team sport. Yes, he was 

a very successful politician, but he had not accomplished that success on his own. He 

hadn’t gotten there by himself. He didn’t even write his own speeches. The response 

he’d given to his speechwriter revealed that he’d been unwilling to acknowledge the 

help, the invaluable help that he had received.  

 

It is a common sin. Jesus ran into it one day.  

 

He had come to Jerusalem for one of the Jewish feasts, or holy days. If He happened 

to come into the city from the north, through the Sheep Gate, then He would have 

gone right past the Pool of Bethesda.  

 

This pool was excavated in the 1800’s near the present-day Cathedral of St. Anne. 

They found that the pool was indeed covered by five colonnades, just as John says. 

Only it was twin pools, built in the style that you see on this morning’s service folder. Not 

typical of John’s Gospel, John gives the pool’s Aramaic name, probably because this 

pool had pagan origins, and John didn’t want to use its pagan name. The only way 
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the Jews had allowed this pagan pool to be built at all was because at that time it 

was outside the city walls. A whole mythology had grown up around the apparent 

healing properties of this pool. Which explains why there was a great number of 

disabled people gathered around it.  

 

One of them had been disabled for 38 years. And it was to this man Jesus directed the 

question, “Do you want to get well?” In other words, do you just want to keep hanging 

around this pool, hanging on to a myth, or do you really want to get well?  

 

Instead of saying, “Yes, I want to get well! Do you know of a way?” he complains that 

he has no one to help him into the pool. But he was disabled. He could not walk. Who 

helped him get to the toilet? Who made sure he had food and drink? He was unwilling 

to acknowledge the help he must have received to survive as an invalid for 38 years. 

Life is a team sport, but like Mayor Daley, this disabled man was unwilling to 

acknowledge the help he had already received. 

 

It is a common sin. Which has led to the re-writing of our history. When my German 

ancestors came to this country, they came as a whole village. A whole village in 

Germany would decide to leave together. Would come over in the boat together. 

Would build a new village here together. Because they acknowledged that they 

needed each other’s help. Later, these immigrants would form the first fraternal 

societies, organized along ethnic or religious lines. These were the first insurance 

companies. But they were just average folks pooling their resources towards the day 

when one of them might become disabled, knowing that that person and their family 

would then become destitute unless they depended on each other through a 

fraternal society. When the pioneers went west, they went together by wagon train. 

And every night they circled the wagons, because they acknowledged that they 

needed each other’s help just to survive. Later, they would pool their resources to build 

towns and streets and roads and schools and government, because they 

acknowledged that they needed each other’s help. But in our history books we read 

all about the rugged individual. That America was tamed and settled by rugged 

individuals, folks who could stand on their own.  
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That mythology has trickled down into our everyday thinking. In sports, the teams that 

win game in and game out, including championships, are true teams, in which every 

team member has something to contribute, like the Royals who won the World Series 

last year. The best player in the American league does not play on the Royals. Every 

player on the Royals has a role, whether he’s white or black, whether he’s the most 

gifted athlete or the least gifted. Teams that depend on one person, even if that 

person is LeBron James or Mike Trout or Barry Sanders do not win championships. But 

sports announcers will say, “So-and-so put the team on his back today. He carried 

them. They would not have won if he had not performed like a hero.” If that player 

believes that, then he fails to acknowledge the help that he needed and that he got 

from his teammates. 

 

It is a common sin, this belief in the rugged individual who stands on his own… the hero 

who takes the team on his back… the self-made billionaire who will single-handedly 

create jobs if only we wouldn’t tax her so much. It is a common sin. This unwillingness to 

acknowledge that life is far more complex than that. It is a common sin. This 

unwillingness to admit that we need each other, this stubborn unwillingness to admit 

that we would never have made it this far without the help of each other, that there is 

no such thing as self-made, or the person who stands on his own. It is a common sin.   

 

It is so common; it has become a sickness in our country. It has become a sickness that 

was inside that disabled man at the Pool of Bethesda as surely as his physical disability. 

A sickness that can infect even God’s own people. Are you trying to hang on even 

now to the legend, the myth that you have never received anyone’s help, never 

needed anyone’s help, can get the job done without anyone’s help? Does Jesus’ 

question to the disabled man apply to you and me, too? Do you want to get well?  

When He asked this question of the disabled man, Jesus may have had in mind a 

different pool… a pool that truly does have healing properties. That is the pool of 

Baptism.  
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Because Jesus knew that that man needed healing on the inside as much as on the 

outside. Jesus did heal the disabled man on the outside. “I say to you, Rise, take up 

your mat and walk.” And the man walked even though he hadn’t for 38 years and the 

muscles in his legs would have atrophied to nothing. He was completely healed. But I 

can’t help wondering if he was later healed on the inside, too.  This was a truly 

complete healing.  

 

Could John’s source for this story have been this man himself? Who later came to faith 

and shared it as part of his personal witness of faith? After all, there is no mention here 

of any of the disciples accompanying Jesus on this trip to Jerusalem. John always 

mentions them but not here. Was this man later healed on the inside through the 

waters of Holy Baptism? The daily remembrance of which is powerful in our own lives.  

 

Reminding you that Jesus did put you on His back and carried you. Helped you. Saved 

you. Rose for you. Which is power to raise you to new life, to being able to form the 

words with your lips and tongue. “I have needed help. I still do. It’s okay when folks 

need help. Would you help me with something, please?”  

 

Amen 

 


