
Step into the Stirring 
(#4 in the “Living in the Thin Places” Epiphany series) 

 
One man was there who had been ill for thirty-eight years.   

When Jesus saw him lying there and knew he had been there a long time,  
he said to him, “Do you want to be made well?” 

The sick man answered him,  
“Sir, I have no one to put me into the pool  

when the water is stirred up, 
And while I am making my way, someone else steps ahead of me.”   

(John 5:5-7) 
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Living in the Thin Places is the title of my Epiphany series focusing on the early chapters 
of John’s gospel, stories casting a light on Jesus which we find to be incrementally 
intensifying, identifying him as the One sent from heaven. 
 
Those encountering Jesus find themselves in a Thin Place, an ancient Celtic term 
describing spots regarded as uniquely holy such as a mountain or stream or cave, a place 
in the physical realm where the veil separating earth and heaven seems somehow porous, 
allowing intimations of an Other reality to seep through.  
 
I’ve settled into John’s gospel for our textual material, although we could have used any 
book of the Bible or any character in its pages, Old or New Testaments.  Moses removes 
his sandals at the burning bush, standing on Holy Ground.  Elijah steps to the entrance of 
Sinai’s cave, sensing God in the still small voice.  Jacob at the Jabbok finds himself in a 
lonely and strange place, wrestling with the angel all night long, determined not to him 
go until he receives a blessing.  In the morning he walks away with a new name, Israel, 
but limping.  Thin Place moments, you see, can take something out of us as they set us on 
a path of transformation. 
 
Nor, of course, are Thin Place moments confined to the pages of the Bible.  Through 
human history our lives are such that we often approach such intersections of body and 
spirit.  We learn, albeit usually gradually, to recognize the Thin Place as more than mere 
coincidence.  Better than coincidence would be the word serendipity, or perhaps 
synchronicity.  In other words, we sense that something has been planned, that there is a 
meaning to our experience, if nothing more than to gain a sense that we are, to quote C. 
S. Lewis, “Made for another world.”   
 



Yes, there is Something More for which we are created, Something More compounded 
within the human molecule, so that we recognize we are More than merely a genetic code 
riding the double helix of our DNA, waiting to be analyzed by 23andMe.   
 
This Something More, elusive of definition, is with us always, and in the Thin Places, 
which unsurprisingly become more and more frequent as we age spiritually, we 
experience this God “in whom we live and move and have our being.”   What a powerful 
wording from the Apostle Paul, “In whom we live and MOVE.”    
 
In the Thin Place moment, we are invited to Step into the Stirring, which brings me to 
our text in John 5.  Well, one more brief word of introduction is perhaps necessary.  Thin 
Place experiences with God can be sought or unsought.  Nicodemus sought out Jesus, 
intentionally stepping into the stirring of the Spirit as he sought illumination.  I suppose 
we might say that gathering for worship, as we have at this moment, by definition is a 
quest to experience God with particular immediacy.   
 
I saw a cute meme this week:  The only difference between the Holy Spirit and the 
Church’s Wifi . . . is that when the Wifi isn’t working, we complain.  Indeed.   
 
In John 5, though, as with the woman at the well whom we met last Sunday, we 
encounter a man whose Thin Place moment with Jesus is entirely unsought.  Thin Places 
can arise unexpectedly, without thought, without prayer, without searching, with no idea 
that we are about to step into the stirring. 
 
Such is the moment described in John 
5, a nameless man, an un-searching 
cripple lying by the Pool of Bethesda.  
We have no indication that the man 
even knew who Jesus was, much less 
cried out for mercy as did blind 
Bartimaeus in Mark 10, clamoring so 
aggressively for Jesus (“Jesus, Son of 
David, have mercy on me!”) that he 
draws rebuke from the disciples for 
over-zealousness.  No overzealousness 
here, not in this man by the pool.  He 
seems oblivious to the identity of 
Jesus.  Unsought, Jesus approaches 
and asks an odd question, “Do you 
want to be made well?” 
 
Jesus is in Jerusalem for a festival and 
comes to the Pool Bethesda, an ornate 
pool complex with five porticos, or, 
covered porches, colonnades, plazas 
providing shade.   



 
The Pool of Bethesda was immediately north of Temple Mount where, today, one sees 
the Dome of the Rock.  It was 
a walk of only a minute or 
two from the imposing 
Antonia fortress built by 
King Herod and named for 
his friend and benefactor, 
Marc Anthony.  The fortress 
was built here, on the north 
side of a city, because the 
approach was relatively flat, 
while the other three sides of 
the city were protected by the 
natural barriers of deep 
valleys and steep inclines.   
 
Cleopatra, Marc Antony’s Valentine, had sought for Anthony to give Judea to her.  
Surprisingly, according to Josephus, the 1st century Roman historian, Antony never did.  
The Antonia fortress is where the Roman garrisons bring Jesus to stand before Pontius 
Pilate, and where pilgrims today begin the walk known as the Via Dolorosa to the place 
of the crucifixion.  In the image above from the model of the Jerusalem of Jesus’ time, 
you see the Pool of Bethesda which Jesus enters and, among the many people enjoying its 
waters, finds this crippled beggar.  
 
Even today, the ruins of this once ornate, colonnaded pool provide a Thin Place.  I love to 
take our pilgrims to 
descend into the ruins for 
a healing service.  By the 
way, I think of Bethesda 
often as I pass the ruins 
of the Majestic Hotel at 
the end of Central 
Avenue, the bath house 
where for generations my 
family sought out the 
swirling therapeutic 
mineral waters of the hot 
springs, now but the 
foundation’s bricks and 
rubble. 
  
At the Pool of Bethesda 
we find a place down in 
the ruins where we gather 
in a circle to read this 



story of John 5.  We sing “He Touched Me” to remember how often we can be “shackled 
by a heavy burden,” and I give pilgrims an opportunity to share testimonies of times they 
experienced God powerfully, perhaps a healing presence in the midst of crisis.  We end 
our time at the pool with a healing service, an anointing of olive oil.  So it is that at this 
place of the ancient Stirring, we Step into a Stirring of the soul.  My pilgrim groups have 
at that spot shared many stories of Thin Place moments, guardian angel moments 
experienced in times of crisis. 
 
I want to share one such story from one of our own sent to me last week.  Her story 
reminded me of this pool, but also of Jacob wrestling with God at the Jabbok.  It was a 
crisis moment she experienced years ago, as a 12 year old girl.  Walking home, she was 
the target of an attempted rape on the dark stairs of their apartment building.  Thrown 
down by the attacker into the stairway, she hit head and suddenly, to her, she was a Thin 
Place.  She remembers shouting “Father” and, in her words, “The call to God seemed to 
open the space between Heaven and Earth.”   
 
She tells of trying to fight him off, but as he wrestled her to the ground her head was 
slammed against the step.  She recounts sensing at that moment a separation of spirit and 
body, like a Near Death Experience.  She recalls looking down on the rapist and watching 
him freeze as if he saw the same large figure she saw, standing beside her to protect her.  
His fear ended the ordeal.  She was not raped, thank God. 
 
Still, her Thin Place moment continued, so that she experienced God in a unique way 
filled with light and love.  She knew herself welcomed in God’s love, and when told that 
she needed to go back, she said that she didn’t want to.  This reminds me of Jacob not 
letting go of the angel, “until you give me a blessing.” 
 
She had felt heaven’s touch, and now walked away with a new sense of God’s closeness.   
If she was limping, there was also, oddly, a spring in her step which she maintains to this 
day.  I believe that, in this awful experience, God was with her as she Stepped into the 
Stirring of the Spirit. 
 
Following such an intimate story, it is perhaps unwise to ask you to come back to earth to 
deal with a textual matter.  I want to call your attention to a bit of textual intrigue in John 
5.  Let’s call it, “The case of the missing verse.”  (Cue the mystery music now).   Looking 
at your pew Bibles and forgetting the words, let’s just count the verses.  One, two, three . 
. . five.  What?  What happened to verse 4?  It’s the case of the missing verse. 
 
Modern English versions, such as our NRSV, simply skip from verse 3 to verse 5.  Why?  
I’m glad you asked.  It’s an interesting story in textual transmission.  The now 408 year 
old King James Version, published in 1611, included a portion of text missing from most 
modern versions.  Speaking of the invalids gathered in the shaded porticoes, the addition 
says, “They waited for the stirring of the waters.  For an angel of the Lord went down at 
certain seasons into the pool, and stirred up the water; whoever stepped in first after the 
stirring of the water was made well from whatever disease that person had.” 
 



Since 1611 biblical scholarship has discovered manuscripts older than the ones available 
to the King James scholars.  In those older manuscripts this verse is absent.  It seems to 
have been added late to make clearer the man’s statement in verse 7, “There is no one to 
put me into the pool when the water is stirred up.”  In John’s original text, that’s the only 
mention of the stirring.   
 
Evidently, a legend arose that the intermittent agitation of the water by the spring that fed 
the pool was caused by an angel.  Around the 4th or 5th century that legend was 
incorporated by a 
scribe and began a 
text stream which 
led to the King 
James.  But it seems 
to be unreliable, a 
late inclusion to 
legitimize the 
legend.  If the 
addition stands it 
makes the statement 
that the work of an 
angel set up a race to 
the pool in which the 
quickest had the 
advantage, an image 
with which we might 
rightly be uncomfortable.   
 
In fact, the stirring this man received had nothing to do with a stirring of the waters.  
Jesus bypasses that legend altogether, making no mention of an angel.  You see, the real 
stirring in this story is an unexpected Stirring of a Soul which started with Jesus’ 
question, “Do you want to be made well?”   
 
Well, duh!  Of course he wanted to be made well.  Or, so we think.  Why would Jesus 
need ask?  Why else would this man seek to position himself so advantageously, so close 
to the water?  Jesus surely knows that, doesn’t he?    
 
If so, he doesn’t mention it – not an angel, not a stirring, not the waters, certainly not the 
race.  He offers Something . . . More.  “Stand up, take up your mat, and walk.”  I think 
Jesus was inviting the man to step into a very different Stirring than he had imagined. 
 
He may as well have said, “If you are made well, your life will change.  Are you ready for 
that change?”  You see, the world is a structured place, Jerusalem a structured town.  
People knew their place, their role, and as long as everyone stuck to the script everything 
would be fine.   That’s as true today as it was in ancient Jerusalem.   
 



I think of the story of Rosa Parks in 1955, refusing the orders of a bus driver to give up 
her seat on the bus.  Not sticking to script, did she not Step into a Stirring, and bring an 
entire nation with her?   It can cause quite a stirring when people step out of script, daring 
to imagine themselves other than they have always been taught they are, other than they 
have come to regard themselves.   
 
You see, the question, “Do you want to be made well?” does not always have an easy 
answer.  It’s such a big question to be posed so simply, just seven one syllable words.  So 
maybe our reflex answer is wrong, our haste to the obvious, answer, “Of course he does.” 
 
Really?  Does he?  What would “being made well” look like for this man?  He’s been 
here for thirty-eight years.  He’s grown accustomed to his role in society.  He knows who 
he is.  If his illness has defined him, at least he has a definition, a compartment whose 
walls he knows well.  He knows the rules.  He knows where he may and may not go, to 
whom he may and may not speak.  If he seemingly has little to offer, at least nothing is 
expected.  No one can blame him for anything.   
 
So, is he ready for the Stirring that healing will bring?    Is he willing to leave the 
protective shade of the portico?  Coming close to Jesus can Stir things up, for to whom 
much is given, much shall be required, and soon he would be required to testify to the 
Jewish leaders why he was carrying his mat on the Sabbath, contrary to the Torah. 
 
Why?  Because the man who healed me told me to do so, and with him I am ready to Step 
into the Stirring. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


