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AMERICA, DO YOU WANT TO RECOVER? 

By the Pool of Bethesda in Jerusalem Jesus one day healed a man who had been a cripple for nearly 
forty years. Before healing him, however, Jesus asked him a curious question: "Do you want to 
recover?" 

Some might insist that rather than call it a curious question it might rather be called a foolish question. 
Would not any person who had been a cripple for 38 years want to be healed, want to walk and run as 
other men? 

From time to time we all ask foolish questions. We are now getting into the skiing season and soon we 
will be seeing some of our acquaintances walking on crutches. Having been on crutches at one time 
myself, I know what one of the questions will be: "Did you hurt yourself?" The question is indeed 
foolish and the answer pretty obvious. But the question is meant to be an introduction to an expression 
of our sympathy and an indication of our curiosity as to how the injury occurred. However, it's like 
asking a teenage son if he is hungry. 

Of course he's hungry; he's always hungry. One cannot believe this question by Jesus was prompted by 
mere curiosity. Nor can one accept it as nothing more than an attempt to achieve rapport with a cripple. 
Jesus asked the question for a very good reason. There is a second part to the question which he did not
ask, but which is implied: "Do you wish to recover? . . . If you do there is a price to be paid." 

What was it Jesus then said to the man? "Rise to your feet. Take up your bed and walk." Again, it seems
like a foolish thing to say to a man who has been a cripple for 38 years. The man had already offered 
his excuse; "I have no one to put me in the water." The superstition was that periodically an angel 
descended from heaven, stirred up the waters of the Pool of Bethesda, and at that time the first diseased
person to get into the water would be cured of his malady. 

Let me suggest that what Jesus really said to the man was something like this: "Look here, if you really 
want to walk don't sit around here waiting for a miracle. Summon all your courage, all your strength; 
try to get up and walk; struggle with all the force within you to rise and be whole. And if you do that, 
God will enable you to walk." And the man took up his pallet and walked. 

We are often tempted to believe that the moral to this story, and to other New Testament stories like it, 
is that if we have faith all things quickly become possible and all difficulties are easily vanquished. 
Faith may, and does, play a major part in some of the other miraculous healings of Jesus. But there is 
no indication that it played any part in this one. The Jewish religious authorities accosted the restored 
man later and asked him who had healed him and John records; "But the cripple who had been restored 
did not know; for the place was crowded and Jesus had slipped away." The crippled man had no idea 
who had accosted him, and Jesus is not recorded as having said anything at all about faith. 

II 

It would seem to me that if there is a moral to this story, then it is that if we want any worthwhile thing 
in life there is a price that must be paid for it. In the case of the lame man at the Pool of Bethesda, 
wishing, hoping and praying had not helped. Surely he had done all that. Lying daily near the pool in 
the superstitious hope that one day a miracle might restore him did not prove efficacious. It was not 
until someone challenged him to summon all his own strength and power and make one supreme effort 
to walk, that he finally found himself capable of doing more than he ever dreamed he could. He was 
captured and challenged by the power and force of this dynamic personality who stood before him, and 
asked, "Do you really want to recover?" even though he didn't know who the challenger was. The real 
effort, the final doing, had to be his own. 

It is ever so, and that is why Benjamin Franklin (not the Bible) insisted, "God helps them that help 



themselves. " 

It is a message sorely needed in our day when strident voices are everywhere heard promising us that 
there is something to be had for the asking, without effort, without cost. 

In the field of religion there are those who tell us that we can have almost anything we want if only we 
will pray about it. They make it sound so simple and so easy, but it is not simple and easy. Nowhere in 
the Bible does it say that one can have anything he wants if he just asks for it in prayer. The epistle of 
James puts it to us straight: "The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much." In the 
various translations of that passage the emphasis is always on "righteous man". Who is the "righteous" 
man? It is the man who has a right relationship with God. Is it not ridiculous to suppose that the man 
who has ignored God all Of his life and who now suddenly needs help or solace is going to have the 
same result in prayer as he who has spent a lifetime seeking to know and to do the will of God? There 
is a price to be paid for effectual prayer just as there is a price to be paid for every other good thing.

In the life of any society there is a price to be paid for economic prosperity and political stability. NO 
politician or group of politicians, not even any statesmen or group of statesmen, can "give" a good life 
to the citizenry. There is a price to bc paid and that price can only be defined in terms of morality and 
ethics, Morality and ethics are almost entirely dependent on a people's religious principles and 
practices. 

The moral and spiritual condition of the American people is today at such a low ebb—we arc so 
morally and ethically corrupt— that it is hopeless and foolish to suppose that any discussion of 
economics and political economy will avail to save us. At that point I am completely pessimistic. I do 
not like to be a Jeremiah full of gloom and doom and I am not without hope that America can save 
itself. But I believe we are merely spinning our wheels in that effort until we concentrate primarily on 
our spiritual and moral condition and lift ourselves out of the immoral morass into which we now have 
fallen. As General Douglas MacArthur told us a long time ago, "Our basic problem is theological."

I do not hesitate to be more specific. The figures released this week indicate that in Washington, D.C. 
there are now more abortions than births and over of them are paid for by the taxpayers. Most of what 
comes to us on the television and movie screens indicates that we do indeed live in a moral wilderness. 
Crime, divorce and alcoholism all increase at a frightening rate. A Stanford professor complains that his
studies reveal America's children being encouraged to believe that someone else is always responsible 
for their failures. 

We reap what we sow. We cannot live like this and expect peace, prosperity and goodwill among men. 
We cannot live like this and expect God to bless us. There is a price to be paid for the really good 
things of life and if we are not willing to pay it, we will surely go the way of Greece and Rome. It is not
inevitable, but that way at this moment seems to be our choice. 

Let's talk for a moment about those people we surely ought to give some thought to on Thanksgiving 
Sunday —the Pilgrim Fathers and the Pilgrim Mothers. As someone has pointed out, the Pilgrim 
Mothers ought to have some credit too. They had to put up with everything the Pilgrim Fathers had to 
put up with and in addition had to put up with the Pilgrim Fathers. But the Pilgrims were a people for 
whom the moral and spiritual always came first. They knew that if they were not right with God they 
could not be right anywhere else. They knew that there was a price to be paid for all the good things of 
life. But unlike so many modern Americans, they had counted the cost and were willing to pay it. They 
were willing to pay it themselves; they didn't ask someone else to pay it for them. 

For the Pilgrims the greatest good in life was freedom. Freedom, especially freedom to worship God as 
they thought right, was worth exile to a foreign country. To be right with God was worth a dangerous 
voyage to a new and savage land. If today we want freedom as badly as they wanted it, then we must 
ask the same questions they asked: "How badly do we want it? What is the cost? Are we willing to pay 



it?" 

The cost is a disciplined moral and spiritual life out of which come strong principles of right and 
wrong, a great respect for the rights of all other persons, a will not to abuse whatever power we may 
possess, and a willingness to be responsible for our own actions. 

III 

Is the price too high? Perhaps it is. For very few and very brief periods of history have men and women
been willing to count the cost and pay the price. When Moses led the people out of slavery in Egypt he 
did it almost against their wishes. There is no indication in the Bible that the Hebrew people were 
clamoring to be free. It is God Who wanted them to be free and chose Moses to free them. Forty days 
after they had escaped they were worshiping a golden calf and wishing they were back in Egypt. The 
price of freedom was just too great. 

There is a magnificent passage in Dostoevsky's Brothers Karamazov in which he proclaims that men do
not really want to be free because the price is always too high. They will forsake freedom for security, 
they will sacrifice principle for release from responsibility, they will surrender their wills to whoever 
promises to relieve them from struggle and effort. That seems to be the story of a large part of human 
history. Is it to be repeated in our own time? Our chances, I would say, are not very good, but we do 
have a chance. It lies with what Isaiah called the Remnant, those who cling to principle, to 
righteousness and high moral values regardless of the cost. It is possible for that small number, faithful 
and loyal to God and to his will, to save the whole. 

Will we be part of that Remnant? Only if we face the question Jesus asked the crippled man at the pool 
of Bethesda, "Do you want to recover?" The task will be extremely diffcult and will require a 
tremendous discipline, but we will have the joy and assurance of knowing that we are on God's side. If 
we commit ourselves to Him and to his way, He will direct our path. 


