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Raise the Roof 
 
Let us pray… 
 
He hadn’t even seen the cart coming.  He’d been standing in the marketplace, selecting 
grain for the evening meal, when he heard the commotion and turned to see what was 
going on.  Suddenly he was struck by the cart, square in the back, taking the impact and 
weight right on his spine.  And everything went black. 
 
The six months since the accident were a nightmare of pain and grief.  All day he 
struggled to exercise his legs and deal with what he had lost – his strength, his job, his 
independence.  All night he was haunted by pain and insomnia.  Thank goodness for his 
friends.  One friend moved him into his spare bedroom.  Another friend made all of his 
meals.  A third friend learned how to care for his paralyzed legs.  A fourth friend sat by 
his bed for hours at a time, giving him listening ears and heartfelt prayers.  The man 
was so used to being capable and independent, it was hard to accept such help.  But 
without these friends, the paralyzed man would have died. 
 
The man and his friends had heard about an amazing teacher and healer, Jesus of 
Nazareth.  Stories were pouring in about his radical sermons and miraculous touch.  It 
was rumored that this Jesus was coming to their village, and so the four friends vowed 
to bring the paralyzed man to him for healing.  They created a sort of stretcher out of 
blankets, making sure it was as steady and comfortable as possible, and set out to the 
house where Jesus was staying. 
 
The men had heard the teacher drew huge crowds, but they had never imagined that 
they wouldn’t even be able to get in the door.  The friends tried pushing through the 
crowd, but the jostling of the stretcher made the man cry out in pain.  They checked for 
other ways in, even a window they could reach, but there was no way through the sea 
of people.  From within the house they heard gasps and cheers in response to Jesus’ 
words.  But they couldn’t get any closer.  Then one of the men remembered the ladder 
he’d seen leaning on a wall two houses down the street.  He got the ladder, and tilted it 
over the crowd until it rested against the roof.  Then the friends moved the paralyzed 
man slowly and carefully up the ladder, and onto the roof.  The house was in a rather 
well-off part of town, and so the roof was made of tiles rather than straw and mud.  With 
great care, the men moved aside several rows of tiles, until there was an opening in the 
roof a bit bigger than their friend.  Grabbing carefully onto the edges of the blankets, the 
four friends lowered the paralyzed man into the room where Jesus was teaching. 
 
Jesus, of course, acted as if it was completely normal to have holes open up over his 
head and people come floating down.  Once the paralyzed man was safely on the 
ground, Jesus took his hand, looked in his eyes, spoke softly to him.  The man’s beating 
heart drowned out the words themselves, but the sound of Jesus’ voice filled the man 
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with calm.  Finally, the words sunk in, words spoken to not only the paralyzed man, but 
also those who cared for him, who had carried him to the house, who found a way to get 
him to Jesus.  “My friends,” Jesus said, “how deep is your faith!  You let nothing stop 
you from getting to this place of healing and peace.  Your dedication and determination 
reveal your love for each other, and your belief in the power of God to work miracles.”  
Jesus focused on the man on the cot, “Friend, your sins are forgiven you.” 
 
The crowd gasped.  This man, Jesus, was known as a great teacher.  There were many 
great teachers, but he was especially insightful and inspiring.  This man, Jesus, was 
also known as a healer.  There were many skilled healers, instruments of God curing 
illnesses and mending wounds, but Jesus was unusual in his willingness to bring 
healing to lepers and other outcastes.  Teaching and healing were amazing, but not 
unique, and certainly acceptable practice in the region.  But forgiving sins was another 
thing altogether. 
 
The man, who was still paralyzed on his cot, knew what dangerous words Jesus had 
spoken.  He had been taught well by the rabbi of his childhood.  Only God can forgive 
sins, not people.  The priests can call upon God to forgive sins, but even the priests 
can’t forgive people themselves.  This Jesus made it sound like he himself was forgiving 
the man’s sins.  The paralyzed man knew that many people believed that illness and 
disability was God’s punishment for sin; he knew that many people in the village 
assumed that his back had been broken to punish him for some terrible deed of which 
they were not aware.  Those people would be thinking that he had some pretty serious 
sin that Jesus was forgiving.  The man looked around the room for the first time, and 
saw that it was full of Pharisees, experts on Jewish law.  Jesus had picked a dangerous 
audience in which to speak blasphemous words.  Indeed, proclaiming forgiveness of 
sins was a blasphemous act, placing one’s self on the same level with God.  The 
penalty for blasphemy?  Death by stoning.  The man’s legs were paralyzed, but now the 
rest of his body was equally frozen, as he waited to see what would happen next. 
 
When the Pharisees challenged Jesus, this is what he said:  “Which is easier to say, 
‘Your sins are forgiven you’ or ‘Stand up and walk’.”  Well, the paralyzed man knew that 
was a ridiculous question, for those two declarations can’t be compared at all.  Of 
course it would be easier to claim you’ve forgiven someone’s sins; sins are invisible so 
the claim can’t be disproved.  If you claim to heal paralysis, and the person can’t walk, 
obviously you’ll be proven wrong.  But since it was acceptable to heal people, and 
blasphemous to forgive their sins, in that sense it is easier to say “Stand up and walk”! 
 
But before anyone could even try to answer this riddle, Jesus continued, speaking once 
again to the paralyzed man: “Stand up, take your bed, and go home.”  Now nobody 
moved, as Jesus’ words were absorbed by the crowded room.  If Jesus was a 
blasphemer, God would not work through him to heal the paralyzed man.  But if the man 
could get up and walk, it would be a sign that God was working through Jesus, and it 
would be a sort of confirmation of Jesus’ ability to forgive sins.  And since only God can 
forgive sins, if God gives Jesus the authority to forgive sins, then Jesus must, in some 
special way, be connected to God. 
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Suddenly, the paralyzed man felt a rush of heat move through his legs, from the tips of 
his toes up his legs and into his back, almost as if someone was filling his legs with hot 
water.  His knees ached, his feet itched, his calves tingled… his legs, so long full of the 
absence of feeling, were suddenly overflowing with sensation!  Holding his breath in 
wonder and hope, the man tried, as he had tried so many times before, to move his leg.  
His muscles twitched in amazing response.  Slowly but surely, the man rolled off the 
stretcher, stood on his own legs, and picked up his bed.  The crowd parted, and the 
man, and his friends, walked home… 
 
This week, I’m going to a national UCC conference in Connecticut called “Widening the 
Welcome”.  Workshop leaders include two experts on ministry with folks who have 
autism.  One speaker is the author of a new book that reflects theologically on the 
mental illness within her own family.  A conference chaplain is a competitive triathlete 
who happens to use a wheelchair.  The whole conference is stocked with people from 
around the country who are experts on disability – or more accurately, they are experts 
on inclusivity, on making sure that communities – especially communities of faith – are 
accessible and welcoming to all people. 
 
I got myself roped into the planning team for this.  I think the main reason they wanted 
me on board was because I live near Connecticut and so could bring more supplies 
than people who were coming on airplanes.  I’m certainly no expert on disability and 
inclusion.  But I am passionate, so that counts for something.  I was going to preach 
from the floor today, away from the protective shelter of the pulpit, to remind us of the 
few key spots in our church that are not accessible to folks with mobility struggles.  But 
the sound system doesn’t work as well from the floor, and I want to make sure the 
hearing assist system works for people, so I’m in the pulpit.  No doubt, when I return 
from the conference, I’ll be equipped with all kinds of ideas to help our community be 
more inclusive. 
 
Hopefully, none of it will require a hole in the roof.  Look at the beautiful ceiling of our 
sanctuary.  Now imagine it with cracks and chips, plaster raining down, and a hole 
opening up.  And a face peeks in.  What would it look like, who would it be?  Who would 
be on the other side of that hole, waiting to come in?  Who isn’t here, who haven’t we 
made room for in this church of radical hospitality?   
 
Maybe it’s someone who doesn’t speak English very well, so they are worried they’ll 
miss worship cues.  It could be someone whose weight makes it difficult for them to fit in 
our chairs, and they’ve been judged in movie theaters and on airplanes.  Or somebody 
who can’t hear at all, and so without an ASL interpreter they feel shut out of worship.  It 
could be someone with Tourette’s, or someone who responds to the voices they hear in 
their heads, people who are worried they’ll disrupt our polite worship.  Maybe the person 
peering through the roof isn’t someone dealing with a physical challenge.  It could be 
someone who thinks they are too liberal for our church.  Or too conservative.  Or 
someone with a felony on his record.  A refugee from Syria.  Or somebody who moves 
in circles of fame and power that the rest of us can’t relate to. There could be a veritable 
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world of people outside these windows and walls who are trying to find their way in, 
wondering if they’ll be welcome when they do. 
 
That’s why we need to raise the roof!  Ron Vogel, the head of Buildings and Grounds, 
isn’t here today, so don’t you go telling him I said we should make a hole in the ceiling.   
No, I want us to raise the roof:  to seek to make it seen, heard and felt that all people 
are welcome right here, right now, that God loves them now, just as they are, and so we 
do, too.  Raising the roof means we commit to realizing that there are people feeling like 
they can’t get in here.  It means finding ways to get rid of the barriers that keep them 
out.  Raising the roof means making sure people don’t have to wonder if we’ll let them 
in; they don’t have to pry back the tiles to see if there is room:  the doors are open, the 
windows are open, and the roof is peeled back like a fancy convertible so everybody 
can climb inside.  What would that look like?  Maybe it would mean participating in 
Family Promise, where we welcome families experiencing homelessness for a week.   
Or sponsoring a refugee from Syria.  Or covering co-pays for mental health counseling 
at the Eliot Center.  There are lots of ways to raise a roof.  It would definitely mean 
about showing up here with our full, honest selves; showing the ways in which we are 
broken, paralyzed, desperate.  We can’t expect others to come here with all their 
wounds if we try to pretend our own don’t exist.  There are lots of ways to raise a roof. 
 
Now, the ceiling of this sanctuary isn’t the only roof we have to raise.  Our very hearts 
are nice little houses.  And if you are like me, the house of your heart is full to the 
corners with people you love so much.  All kinds of people, from all different walks of 
life, all welcome in the house that is your heart!  But, if you are like me, there are, still, 
one or two or 40 people you are keeping quite resolutely on the outside of your heart.   
And for good reason, no doubt.   
The bully who sent your child home in tears.  The bully at work.   
The politician that you absolutely cannot believe is so hateful, to your way of thinking.  
The person who stole your parking space.  The person who stole your TV.   
The person who “stole” your retirement funds in the banking crisis.   
Just a few deserving individuals locked out of the house that is your heart. 
 
Now, let’s be clear.  I’m not talking about situations of abuse.  If you’ve survived a 
sexual assault or domestic violence or emotional abuse and spent a lot of time putting 
the house of your heart back together, you don’t need to open the door to the person 
who leveled it in the first place.   
 
But what about those other folks, who you disagree with or dislike or who have hurt you:   
The sibling who didn’t help when mom was sick.   
The parent who never truly listened.   
The adult child who blames you for everything.   
Those folks, who are at the threshold of our hearts.   
They make us want to actually fake a disability:  we’d pretend to be blind to their faces 
pressed against the windows, deaf to their rattling at the door. 
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But they don’t give up, so they make their way to the roof, like the friends in the 
scripture story.  We can hear them rattling around up there, while we batten down the 
hatches of our hearts.  They start to pull the tiles off of the roof, and peer in.  And what 
do we see, when we look up from the sanctuary of our hearts, but Jesus’ smiling face.  
He does it to us again, showing up in the forms of the people we’d most like to hold at 
arm’s length, if not further.  We shut people out of our hearts – for good reason! – only 
to be shutting out the divine presence as well. 
 
So with that in mind I’m asking you to do three things today.   
One, join me in simply recognizing  
that there are people we have shut out of the houses of our hearts,  
that there is someone we just haven’t been able to let inside  
through any crack or crevice.   
 
Two, dare to consider who that “someone” might be,  
that individual or category:   
sibling, neighbor, boss;  
people on welfare, people who drive huge SUVs, people who litter.   
Picture the person, or their name. 
 
And then, three, with that picture in your mind,  
surround them with light, warm yellow light.   
This is even a good time to utilize your official UCCB Sun Drop,  
breathing in and squeezing as you picture the person,  
then breathing out while you hold them in light.   
Like the light that would stream through a crack in a roof. 
 
Notice I’m not suggesting we let them into the house that is our heart.   
One thing at a time.   
But with every deep breath, the crack in the roof gets a little bit wider.   
With every image of light, more light flows through.   
Bit by bit, our heart breaks open, until it is as big as God’s own.   
The roof comes off, and we are the ones who are healed.  Amen. 

 


