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THE STRETCHER-BEARERS 
Secrets To The Significant Life (Part 2) 

Text: Mark 2:1-12 
 

The Hole In The Ceiling 
 
Picture, if you will, a small, box-like, adobe house.  Along one side of the building, a set 
of crude stone stairs runs up to the roof -- a necessary addition in the event that the flat 
thatched roof was ever in need of repair.  On this particular day, so many people have 
jammed their way into the house that the crowd spills out onto the street, ten people 
deep.  They have come to see Jesus.  Word about the young rabbi's teachings and 
miracles had set all of Galilee ablaze.  Mark’s gospel tells us, that even when Jesus 
went outside of the villages to the "lonely places...yet the people still came to him 
from everywhere.”1 
 
The atmosphere inside the house must have been a bit like a football locker room at 
half-time, ripe with sweat and tense with anticipation, as the crowd hung on every word 
the Master spoke.  Suddenly, as Jesus spoke, bits of dirt and straw began to rain down 
upon his head.  What started as a mere sprinkling of debris soon became a virtual 
torrent of falling mud and branches as a great, gaping hole in the roof appeared, and for 
a moment the Palestinian sunlight came streaming through a cloud of dust. 
 
I picture Jesus standing there, his hair and beard covered with dirt, letting out a great 
belly laugh, as he stared up at the faces of four men, all hands and knees and 
foreheads-dripping, peering down.  Within seconds, the faces disappeared, only to be 
replaced by a great dark mass that filled the hole.  The sound of grunting, and muted 
cries of "Be careful, Matthias" and "Easy does it now, Philip" might have been heard 
above as down through the hole in the roof came a crude burlap stretcher.   
 
The eyes of the crowd must have instantly shifted to the man lying atop the lowered 
mat, as some who recognized him called out his name, others complained that he had 
no right to disturb the meeting, and those on the street demanded to know what was 
going on inside.  But the eyes and thoughts of Jesus were somewhere else.  They were 
still transfixed on the faces of the men above. 
 

The Hole In The Heart 
 

I imagine the laughter of Jesus, subsiding now, perhaps replaced by one of those slow 
smiles that could make a person feel like they'd stepped out of the night chill into the 
light of a crackling fire.  Jesus still looked up, for more remarkable than the need of the 
crippled man at his feet and more astounding than the hole in the roof were the dirty 
faces that now looked down from the sky, the faces of the stretcher-bearers.  Mark’s 
gospel doesn't unpack the fullness of what Jesus saw in those four pairs of eyes.  Verse 
8 plainly says that “Jesus knew in his spirit” things about the human heart that merely 
human beings sometimes miss. 
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Maybe he saw the months of heartache they had endured with their friend after the 
accident, as it became clear that he’d never walk again.  Perhaps Jesus understood the 
depth of their devotion for him – the way they’d cried and tried to laugh with their brother 
– trying to let him know that while the body may fail there is a force in friendship that 
lasts forever.  Could Jesus see, I wonder, the wild-eyed hope they’d felt when news 
swept the town that a miracle-worker had come?  Could he see in their shimmering 
eyes the determination that had kept them from giving up when they saw that the way to 
Jesus was blocked by the throng?   
 
Could the Master look into those sweat-streaked faces and see the dogged hope that 
had sent them huffing and groaning up the steps with the stretcher, and then out on 
their knees to dig at the roof beneath the scorching sun?  I can't claim to know the 
fullness of what Jesus beheld in the faces of those men.  All the Scriptures really tell us, 
is that "when Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, 'Son, your sins are 
forgiven.'"  And a few moments later: "I tell you, get up, take your mat and go 
home."  And the man was completely healed -- both inside and out. 
 

Life On The Stretcher 
 
If we are honest with ourselves, every single one of us has been “on the stretcher” at 
one time or another.  There are those times when physical weakness puts us there.  
Death strikes someone we love, and we wonder how we'll ever be able to walk through 
life without them.  A doctor's report comes in and gives us news that wobbles our knees.  
A faculty or skill we've always taken for granted, begins to decline or finally disappears.  
An addiction gets out of hand and our lives go crumpling to the floor. 
 
And yet as Jesus reminds us -- by the very order in which he heals the paralytic's 
problems -- sometimes the most crippling experiences are beyond the merely physical.  
Perhaps you've experienced a failure that makes it hard for you to hold up your head 
with real dignity.  Maybe you’re racked by fears that keep you from getting up and going 
forward as you want to.  Perhaps you are stuck in a slot at work out of which you can't 
seem to move and it's crippling your soul.  Maybe you're pinned down by the weight of a 
grudge that won't go away, or disabled in love by scars from your past.  Perhaps you've 
been knocked off your feet financially, or suffer from rigor mortis spiritually. 
 
Or maybe you're doing fine right now, and I hope so.  But when the day comes when 
you ARE down and going nowhere fast under your own steam – as that day comes for 
us all – who’re you going to call?  Can you name four individuals within easy reach that 
you know could and would carry your stretcher if you needed them to?  Can you list four 
individuals whom you would feel comfortable asking for help in a time of real crisis, 
sharing your darkest feelings with, exposing your rawest needs to?  Can you name four 
brothers or sisters who would recognize that you were in need of carrying, even if you 
didn't tell them directly? 
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I find it interesting that in the biblical account of creation, God calls everything "Good," 
except one.  Even before the Serpent and Sin intrude to really mess things up – God 
names one problem in creation that He is determined to repair as fast as He can.  It’s 
there for us to read in Genesis 2:18.  God says, "It is not right for man to be alone."  
It is not right for anyone to have dreams or tears or fears that no one else cares about.  
It is not right for people to eat every meal by themselves or languish in a nursing home 
alone.  It is not right for someone to be without helping hands in times of trouble.  It is 
not right for a person to have no one to confess his sins to or no one with whom to bust 
a gut laughing over the crazy things of life.   
 
It is not right for man to be alone, says our God.  The very defining nature of the human 
soul -- the thing which makes it more than mere matter or even mere animal -- is its 
utter dependence and connectedness to the life of other souls and the God who gives 
souls life in the first place.  The world will so often tell us that we have to go it alone in 
life… that you can depend on no one but yourself… that survival lies in rising above the 
rest… but God says that is not right.  We are not independent beings -- individual, 
unique, distinct, yes -- but independent no.  Whether as a nation, church, family, or 
individual, cut off and on our own we do about as well as a baby left in a dumpster in 
January.  As W.H. Auden has said: "We must love one another or die" the worst kind of 
death....the slow death of spiritual paralysis. 
 

A Call to Stretcher-Bearing 
 
That is why, I invite you to join me in making two simple commitments, exemplified by 
those amazing men and the Lord they followed in Mark chapter 2.  Will you, first of all, 
commit yourself to being someone else’s stretcher-bearer?  Will you explicitly tell at 
least one other person that you’d consider it a privilege to be the person they would turn 
to for help when life lays them flat on their backs?   
 
Some of you might respond: "Wait a minute, Dan, I can't carry the weight of someone 
else's life and solve all their problems; I'm no Messiah" and you'd be right.  Fortunately, 
that job's been taken.  As author Michael Slater points out, the four men who stared 
down through the roof at Jesus didn’t spend their time worrying over how THEY would 
heal their paralytic friend.  Knowing that his main problem was beyond their power to 
change, they concentrated on the secondary issues -- on putting their friend on a 
stretcher; on keeping him comfortable; on getting him to the right house; and on placing 
him at the feet of Jeus. 
 
Christ promises to address the deepest issues of people’s lives.  He is the only one who 
can offer utter forgiveness, enduring peace, hope beyond the grave, or the power of His 
Spirit for living now.  But He calls His disciples to support this work by focusing on the 
secondary ones.  Maybe for you that would mean inviting someone to break bread with 
you and ask him how life is really going.  Perhaps it means providing someone with 
childcare so she can have a day alone with God to think her struggles through.  Maybe 
stretcher-bearing implies extending a loan to relieve someone’s financial pressures for a 
season.  Or sending a card that says, “You’re not alone.”  Or making an unsolicited 
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phone call or visit.   Perhaps it means inviting someone to come with you to church.  Or 
assuring somebody that you are praying and then truly praying and asking how things 
turn out.  Will you be a stretcher-bearer? 
 
Then secondly, will you allow someone else be a stretcher-bearer for you?  I’ll never 
forget the day a man came to me and told me that his marriage was crumbling.  He was 
a rock-solid leader in whom I’d rarely seen vulnerability much less heard a confession of 
pain.  But on this day, things were different.  Gone was the commanding gaze and self-
assured tone, now replaced by brimming eyes and trembling voice.  I know he felt he 
was doing me a disservice by leaning on me this way.  And yet what he could not see 
was that in that moment he allowed me onto the shaking but holy ground within him, he 
created in me a greater love for him and sense of privilege and gladness in our 
relationship than had been established in our previous 18 years as father and son. 
 
What might happen if every one of us committed ourselves to showering the people 
around us today with that kind of honor?  What might God do in and through this family 
if we could become even better than we are about the way we handle these stretchers – 
these moments when God invites us to stretch beyond the normal measure in trust and 
love?  “Be devoted to one another,” writes the Apostle Paul.2 “Encourage one 
another and build each other up.”3 “Carry each other's burdens, and in this way 
you will fulfill the law of Christ”4 -- a law that calls us into a life that becomes a sign of 
his Kingdom, and thus is truly significant.  
 
Let us pray.... 
 
Loving Lord, help us to love one another as you have loved us.  Move our hearts to be 
more open with each other about our hurts and hopes.  Move our wills to lift each other 
up in all the simple, practical ways that enflesh your redeeming Spirit.  Speak to us 
Lord.  And we too will get up and go.  In the name and power of Jesus, we pray.  Amen. 
 
 
                                                           
1 Mark 1:45 
2 Romans 12:1 
3 1 Thessalonians 5:11  
4 Galatians 6:2 


