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Two people are seated on a park bench, a man and a woman.  You see them from across the park, and you recognize them, a married couple who lives in your neighborhood.  You’re about to walk over and say “Hi,” but something stops you.  You don’t know what’s going on between these two, but their body language tells you it isn’t something good, certainly not something you want to get in the middle of.  The woman is sitting rigid, her whole body stiff, feet tightly together, arms folded tightly across her chest, her mouth a tight line in a clenched jaw.  And her back is turned on the man.  The man’s posture is similar, rigid, stern, scowling, his back turned on her.

Now, freeze frame the picture of that couple, but then, let the faces of this particular couple blur, the man and the woman to become any two human beings.  Focus in on the position of their bodies; let their body positions and body language become symbolic of the shape human relationships can take.  Then ask yourself this question:  does this juxtaposition of two human bodies, their backs turned on one another, portray relationship as God created it to be for us human beings?


Looking at a picture, letting it convey a message about a larger, more universal human condition, then questioning that condition theologically:  let’s do that with three snapshots lifted from this morning’s Bible story.  The first snapshot is of Simon Peter and a man whose name we don’t know.  All we are told is that the man has been lame from birth.  He cannot walk on his own at all, but must be carried by other people.  And he is living at a time and place in history in which little if any accommodation was made for those whose bodies didn’t work like everybody else’s bodies.  As a result, this man could not earn a living sufficient to support himself.  So, others would carry him to the place where beggars beg, at the gate of the temple called the Beautiful Gate.  They would lay him there, which suggests that he was placed reclining on the ground, unable even to sit unsupported.
This man was utterly dependent on others, on people who would take time to carry him, people who would tend his every need, and on people who would throw a coin or two into his basket.  Imagine what that would be like.  See this man’s arm raised in supplication, his voice raised in a desperate plea to anybody who was able-bodied, in this case, to Simon Peter who was about to go into the temple.  Now freeze frame that snapshot and let the faces of these two particular men blur to become the faces of any human beings.  Notice the juxtaposition of these two human bodies.
The one human being is up, standing, his body language communicating the power of freedom.  This human being is free to move, free to stop and stand, or stop and sit, but also free to move in most any direction – north, south, east, west.  The other human being is down, sprawled on the ground, with body language that communicates powerlessness, desperate dependency.  This is the human being whose infirmity may or may not be physical; this human being may be emotionally stymied or mentally hindered, or one whose  freedom to move is squelched by poverty, by unjust social and economic systems, or by bigotry and prejudice, or by the apathy of others, or by something else.  Notice the juxtaposition of their bodies, one up, the other down.


This snapshot communicates a truth about our world, doesn’t it?  It communicates a reality about this world, a reality about the way we human beings live with each other in this world, a reality we’ve become so accustomed to that we’re hardly aware that it has become for us a “given” about this world, some up, some down, some in the swing of things, some excluded, some free, some not, some with power, some powerless, all of us children of God, all of us equal in God’s eyes, but not equal according to us.
Now ask the question of this snapshot.  Does the juxtaposition of these human bodies, one up, standing tall, free to move, the other down, sprawled to be stepped over, around, sometimes on, does this portray relationship as God created it to be for us human beings?

Here’s the second snapshot from this Bible story.  Peter and the man are both up, standing.  Peter has lifted the man to his feet, and the two are standing together.  Again, let the faces blur, the two to represent any human beings.  See them both up, free; see them both whole and fully alive.  See that they are equals in life, both of them human beings who will always have things to struggle with, things which may wound from time to time, things which may not be subject to cure but which can be blessed with healing, as one hand grasps another’s hand to help.  See them both with power, the power of the one not at all diminished by empowering the other.  See them sharing good power.

Remember, though, that power is first a neutral, neither bad nor good.  What labels it either bad or good is, of course, the way it is used.  And we certainly could give a lot of examples of ill-use, lots of different ways in which we human beings can use power harmfully.  But, in all the various ways in which power may be turned into something bad, one thing is always the same.

Power used harmfully always results in somebody up, somebody else down, somebody up by pushing somebody else down, or somebody up by keeping somebody else down, keeping someone “in his or her place.”  So, how does power turn good?


Well, if you read on, you hear that question answered by Simon Peter.  Power turns good when it is opened up to be filled with God’s grace, to be filled with good news, opened up to be full of gospel, full of the love of Christ.  It’s like this:  when you open up your own power, when you don’t shut it down, lock it up, keep it in place for yourself, when you open it up to be given to empower another, God’s grace fills that giving, to become a power much, much greater than your own, the power which blesses human beings, good power.


Look again at this snapshot, the two human beings both standing.  And again the question:  does this snapshot of human beings standing together side by side in life portray relationship as God created it to be for us human beings?


The third snapshot, look:  the once crippled man is now leaping and dancing and free and full of joy.  But, see also another figure in this snapshot, a figure that’s a bit in the background at this point, yet a figure also leaping and dancing and full of joy.  Could it be Simon Peter himself leaping and dancing at the Beautiful Gate, Simon Peter leaping and dancing with the leaping and dancing man?  I think so.
See, there’s something wonderful, something beautiful that happens to you when you open yourself to allow God’s grace to flow through you to bless somebody else.  What happens is that you also are graced, blessed in the good power.  There’s something about participating in God’s work, something about empowering another into joy, that fills you up with joy, too.  It feels good, right, downright miraculous.

But look; there’s yet another rather ethereal figure in this snapshot, a figure that’s a shadowy silhouette.  And this figure also is leaping and dancing at the Beautiful Gate, leaping and dancing with the one who has been blessed and set free, leaping and dancing also with the one through whom grace flowed to bless.  This figure who is leaping and dancing and full of joy:  could it be God?  I think so.
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