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18Just then some men came, carrying a paralysed man on a bed. They were trying to bring 
him in and lay him before Jesus; 19but finding no way to bring him in because of the crowd, 
they went up on the roof and let him down with his bed through the tiles into the middle 
of the crowd in front of Jesus. 20When he saw their faith, he said, ‘Friend, your sins are 
forgiven you.’ 21Then the scribes and the Pharisees began to question, ‘Who is this who is 
speaking blasphemies? Who can forgive sins but God alone?’ 22When Jesus perceived their 
questionings, he answered them, ‘Why do you raise such questions in your hearts? 23Which 
is easier, to say, “Your sins are forgiven you”, or to say, “Stand up and walk”? 24But so 
that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins’—he said to 
the one who was paralysed—‘I say to you, stand up and take your bed and go to your 
home.’ 25Immediately he stood up before them, took what he had been lying on, and went 
to his home, glorifying God. 26Amazement seized all of them, and they glorified God and 
were filled with awe, saying, ‘We have seen strange things today.’ 

 
The first time I met Mark Bender was in the Conference Room at the First 

Christian Church of Amarillo close to 25 years ago. We were looking for a new 

Youth Minister and we had interviewed people from all over the country.  Mark 

showed up for his interview on drugs and looking like a chipmunk.  You see, 

Mark had just had his wisdom teeth pulled, and in that condition he still out-

interviewed every other candidate we saw.  I knew from the first moment that I 

met him that Mark Bender was someone special, and that’s why I’ve wanted him 

near me in ministry ever since.  By the way, I also had the good judgement to 

hire Jodi to work with the children of that church too, and that might have been 

an even better hire than Mark.  Let’s Pray… 
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God of purpose and people, we’re here today to celebrate the intersection of your 
purpose with these people.  As we officially pronounce Mark Bender and First 
Christian Church of Wichita Falls “shepherd and flock” here in this service this 
morning, Lord, confirm the call and stir up your gifts. Speak to us from your Word 
and empower us anew by your Spirit, we pray in the name of Christ, your Son, our 
Savior. Amen.  

 
A few years ago I keynoted a JYF Camp at Athens, and our Scripture 

lesson this morning from Luke chapter 5 was one of the stories that I told. 

There’s a book out there called “Bible Stories You Can’t Forget No Matter 

How Hard You Try.”  It was Jim Benton – one of your Timothies – who first 

introduced this book to me.  That title perfectly describes my goal every time 

I get a chance to work with children and teach them something about the 

Bible.  I want these stories about God and His ways to get inside them and 

then to never let go, and so on the day that I taught the story of the men who 

brought their friend to Jesus, I gave every small group a blanket and told them 

that for the rest of the day they needed to take turns carrying someone from 

their group – including their adult sponsors - to whatever activity came next 

on the camp schedule. 

For the rest of that day people were carried to and from their small 

groups.  People were carried to and from the dining hall for meals.  People 

were carried to and from the pool to swim.  People were carried to and from 

the dorms for quiet time. People were carried to and from the canteen for their 

daily sugar fix.  And people were carried to and from the afternoon elective 

activities.  Our story this morning got into the muscle memory of those 

campers by having to carry each other around, and I’ll bet they’ve never 

forgotten it!  And that’s just exactly what I intended.  I wanted them to know 
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what it feels to have to carry someone around like that, and then I wanted 

them to think about who it might be in their lives and in their worlds that they 

cared enough about to want to do this for them. 

Maxie Dunnam, for many years the President of Asbury Seminary in 

Kentucky, says that Christian ministry is a matter carrying people to Jesus.  

He says that intercessory prayer is how we take the people we know and love 

who have hurts and hopes that are bigger than they can handle on their own, 

and we bring them to Jesus for the help that only He can give.  “Jesus, this is 

someone I love, and they really need your help.” That’s all we do when we 

pray for someone, Maxie says.  We take them by the hand.  We consciously 

bring them into Jesus’ presence.  And there we entrust them to His power 

and care.  And while there’s usually no physical lifting involved in this as there 

was in the case of the men who brought their friend to Jesus in our Scripture 

lesson this morning, there will always be some burden bearing required. 

We don’t talk this way much anymore as Disciples, but I remember a 

time when it wasn’t unusual to hear people in church say that they “had a 

burden” for something or someone.  What this meant was that just like a 

pebble in your shoe, there was something in their awareness that was always 

there making them uncomfortable.  The language of “burden bearing” is 

Biblical, it comes from Galatians 6:2 – “Bear one another’s burdens, and so 

fulfill the law of Christ.”  People who talk this way will tell you that they believe 

that it’s the Holy Spirit who puts certain people and certain needs on their 

hearts, people and situations that God wants us to carry with Him in “infinitely  

tender love.” 
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“Break my heart, Lord,” Bob Pierce, the founder of World Vision, prayed, 

“with the things that break yours.”   Start praying this, and the hurts and the 

hopes of the people who are all around you every single day will start 

burdening you. Eric Hansen is someone who has, and he says that it’s gotten 

so that whenever he walks into a room he is quickly affected by what others 

are feeling, especially their pain, and that this gives him an opportunity to 

quietly pray for them.  Eric writes – 

When dealing with the pain, wounds and burdens of others I have come 
to understand that I cannot carry them for too long. Christ alone can bear 
our burdens fully… The ultimate destination for burdens is into the hands 
of Jesus. 

 
This is what the friends in our Scripture lesson this morning were doing. They 

were bringing the pain of someone they loved, a pain they could not ease by 

themselves, to the only One they knew could help, and when the crowds 

prevented them from getting to Jesus, undeterred, they “wrecked the roof.”  

One of the tributaries into the river that is my spiritual life was Chuck 

Smith, Calvary Chapel, and the Jesus People Movement in Southern 

California in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s.  My favorite story from those 

days is about the Sunday morning when Chuck showed up at the little church 

in Santa Ana where it all began, and he found a sign on the front door that 

announced - “No bare feet allowed.”  It was signed by the members of the 

church board.  The influx of new people to that church, most of them hippies 

from the beaches and streets, had revitalized their life, and so they began 

making improvements to their facilities, including new carpet.  And that’s what 

prompted the sign.  They didn’t want dirty feet ruining their new carpet.  
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Well, Chuck took the sign down the minute he saw it and then he called 

for a board meeting right after morning services that same day.  “Do you mean 

to say,” Chuck asked them, “that because we have this beautiful new carpet, 

that we’ve got to say to one kid that he can’t come in because he’s got dirty 

feet?  If that’s the case then let’s rip out the carpet and have concrete floors.  

If we have to say to them that they can’t come in because they have dirty 

clothes and we don’t want them to soil our upholstered pews, then let’s get 

rid of the upholstered pews and get folding chairs instead.  Let’s never turn 

anyone who’s looking for Jesus away from this church because of how they’re 

dressed or what they look like.”  This is a “wreck the roof” mindset.  It says 

that nothing’s more important than getting people to Jesus, and whatever gets 

in the way of this has got to go, and you need to know that your new Senior 

Minister has it.   

Every single day thousands of people drive by the church in Dallas that 

Mark and I served for years, and so we campaigned long and hard for an 

electronic sign to be able to better reach them.  When the sign was finally 

going up, Mark and I noticed that a great big tree was going to block the sight 

line to the new sign of the traffic driving east.  It had taken everything we had 

to get that sign, and suddenly, looming there right in front of us was this 

enormous obstacle to its effectiveness.  I was heartsick. Standing there in the 

front parking lot with Mark looking up at our problem and working out in my 

head the labyrinthine process and pound of flesh that I knew would be 

involved in getting congregational approval to solve it, I was getting more 

discouraged by the moment.  And that’s when Mark smiled announced that 

he had a solution and that I shouldn’t worry about a thing.   
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The next day the tree was gone.  Mark had it removed overnight.   I don’t 

know, he may have even done it himself.  All I know is that less than 12 hours 

after I was agonizing about it, the tree was gone.  The problem was solved.  

And more than that, when people started unhappily noticing and commenting 

on the fact that the tree was gone, Mark owned it.  He took the brunt of the 

criticism for the team and he has the scars to prove it.  It’s not too dramatic to 

say that Mark did this for Jesus. 

That electronic sign was part of our congregational mission “to be and 

share the Good News of Jesus Christ from out front door steps to the ends of 

the world,” and Mark wasn’t going to let a tree stand in the way of us getting 

on with it.  He was prepared to “wreck the roof” in order to get people to Jesus. 

So, what roof needs to get wrecked here at First Christian Church of Wichita 

Falls in order to get people to Jesus? The first one just might be deciding that 

people really do need to get to Jesus. 

Gabe Fackre, the United Church of Christ theologian who died earlier 

this year, lamented the fact that mainline churches like ours have become 

afflicted with what he called “Christological heart failure.”  The Apostle Paul 

told the Romans that he wasn’t ashamed of the Gospel, but today we seem 

hesitant to name the name of Christ, or to invite people to accept Him as their 

Lord and Savior.   

You may have heard the story of the Mennonite Brethren movement. 
One particular analysis goes like this: the first generation believed and 
proclaimed the gospel and thought that there were certain social (and 
political) [implications]. The next generation assumed the gospel and 
advocated the (social and political) [implications]. The third 
generation [forgot] the gospel and all that were left were the (social 
and political) implications.  (David Gibson) 
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Increasingly, as I look around this church I Iove and read what’s being 

preached by our preachers from the pulpits of social media, it feels to me like 

we are in that generation of the church that has lost the Gospel and only has 

its social and political implications left.  Erwin Lutzer says that in today’s 

church the cross has become a bulletin board to which everyone nails their 

own political and social agendas, there by obscuring the cross (239). I believe 

in justice.  I believe that the Gospel has crucial political and social 

implications. But I believe that there is another “J” word that must come first 

– Jesus.  It is Jesus Christ who sets the Justice table for the church.  And this 

means that Jesus can’t just be implied or assumed.  “What think ye of Christ?” 

is the threshold question of faith that must return to the focus of our attention 

and activity as a church because doing what He wants (justice) is all bound 

up with who He is, what He’s done, and what He wants for the world. 

Those friends in our Scripture lesson this morning brought him to Jesus 

because they wanted to see him walk again.  They wanted Jesus to do 

something physical for him, and Jesus eventually got around to that, but only 

after first doing something spiritual - forgiving his sins.  This was not an 

either/or proposition for Jesus – either heal the man’s body or heal the man’s 

soul – but a both/and commitment of Jesus to address both the physical 

needs of people and their spiritual needs as well. “Soup, soap, and salvation” 

is how the Salvation Army used to describe their mission.  They got it from 

Jesus, and Jesus gave it to us too. 

The mission model for most Disciples congregations I know is the 

offering of cool cups of water in Jesus’ name that is suggested by Mark 9:41. 

We offer specific and concrete help at the point of people’s real hurts and 
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hopes – that’s the cool cup of water.  But we’re not just social workers, as 

Mother Teresa used to tell her Missionaries of Charity. We do this “in Jesus’ 

Name” – to know him and make Him known.  This pulls us in two directions 

at the same time – to see the physical needs of people and their spiritual 

needs – and to respond with material works of mercy (like healing the lame 

man in our Scripture lesson this morning) and with spiritual works of mercy 

(like forgiving the lame man’s sin before telling him to get and walk).  Your 

new Senior Minister understands the push and pull of faithfulness to this 

double mission that has been given to the church by Jesus Christ. It’s the kind 

of ministry the he’s been doing himself, and leading other Christians to do as 

well his whole life long.  And it’s the kind of ministry that First Christian Church 

will be known for as well with Mark as your Senior Minister – a ministry to 

bodies and souls, a ministry to which people will come and be brought 

because Jesus Christ is here. 

 
When I was in seminary 40 years ago I would sometimes look around the 

classroom at my fellow students and wonder who among them could be my 

minister.  Who would I trust my soul with in a time of crisis?  Who would  I be 

willing to follow as my spiritual leader?  Who’s ministry could I support with my 

prayers, presence, and resources of time, talent and treasure?  Today I know 

who that person is – it’s Mark Bender – my friend, my peer, my colleague, your 

new minister… my pastor. 
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