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Stories of Courage: Risk Sunday, 5/7/17 

1 When I think of courage, I mostly remember the times in my life when I didn’t have 

it, like the time in school when I climbed up to the top of the diving platform, looked down 

at the tiny people below me with a tight grip on the metal rail, and then carefully retreated 

down the ladder. To this day, I don’t have the courage to do high dives, perhaps because I 

know that I’ll inevitably suffer a belly flop! But of all the details I’ve lived and then 

forgotten over my fifty-five years of life, why is it that I can recall that moment so vividly? 

Perhaps it’s the enduring strength of the emotions I experienced, primarily fear and then 

secondarily embarrassment in front of my classmates. How about you? Can you still 

remember a shameful episode in your life when you failed to summon the necessary courage 

to move forward? 

Courage is one of those character traits that everyone likes to talk about, and so there’s 

no shortage of quotations on the subject. Martin Luther King said, “We must build dikes of 

courage to hold back the flood of fear.” Nelson Mandela wrote, “I learned that courage was 

not the absence of fear, but the triumph over it. The brave man is not he who does not feel 

afraid, but he who conquers that fear.” John Wayne said it much more simply “Courage is 

being scared to death... and saddling up anyway.” But my favorite quotation on courage 

comes from C.S. Lewis, who wrote, “Courage is not simply one of the virtues, but the form 

of every virtue at the testing point.” And that’s the bottom line, isn’t it? Situations that call 

for courage necessarily test us, and we emerge from those times of testing as either heroes or 

cowards. 

 Today we begin a new worship series entitled “Stories of Courage.” Thankfully, we’re 

not the first of God’s people to face this question of courage. The Bible is full of examples 

of Godly courage in the face of fear, self-doubt, physical and social obstacles, and 

overwhelming odds. This month we’ll read stories of courage from the Bible: Courageous 

Risk for the sake of a friend; Courageous Vulnerability in the face of rejection; Courageous 

Trust in God’s providence when everyone seems to be an enemy; Courageous Perseverance 

in the face of opposition, and Courageous Prayer for God to pour out the Holy Spirit and 

empower the Body of Christ with resurrection life! 
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2 We begin our series this morning with Courageous Risk. I think we all understand 

that not all risk is courageous, right? Some risk is simply stupid. For example, in 2016, two 

California men playing Pokémon Go on their phones followed the app over a 75 foot cliff. 

But other stories of risk taking reveal the quality of courage that we, as Christians, hold up 

as noble. Take this story, for example: 

 Jena David was on the phone with her fiancé, panicking, as the floodwaters began to 

rise inside her Ford Focus. She was among hundreds of motorists who got stranded when 

metro Detroit was hit by massive flooding. As the waters rose past her waist, Jena thought 

she was a goner. Her car door wouldn't open. "I'm going to die," she thought. Then a man 

appeared in her window and managed to open the door. Twenty-five-year-old Dustin Rowen 

slung the woman over his shoulder and made his way through the water, sometimes going 

under himself, but he got her to safety. "I did what I think everyone would do," Dustin said. 

"Someone needed help ... I can't stand seeing someone who needs help." 

What would the church look like if it was filled with people with that kind of courage, 

who couldn’t stand seeing someone who needs help? What would this world look like? Our 

next Bible reading is an account of the miraculous healing power of Jesus, but it’s also an 

account of the courageous risk taking of faithful friends. I’m reading from the Gospel of 

Mark, chapter 2, beginning with the first verse. 

{Read Mark 2:1-12, NLT}. 

3 I’m guessing that most of the sermons you’ve heard on this text have focused on the 

healing power of Jesus and the rivalry between Jesus and the teachers of religious law. But 

today we’re going to look at this story from a different perspective, by imagining what kinds 

of courageous risk-taking the friends of the paralytic man had to undergo to see his eventual 

healing. There’s not much we know about who they were or where they came from, and like 

much of history and life, all we have to go on is the eyewitness account of their actions.  

We know the four friends showed courage in noticing and listening to the paralytic 

and then picking up the matt, because anytime we choose to engage in the life of another 

person, we’re risking something: the possibility of rejection, ingratitude, and other kinds of 

emotional hurts. When we engage in the life of an obviously hurting person, then we risk 

even more: the possibility that we won’t be adequate to meet the need; the possibility that 
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we’ll be asked to do more than we are willing or able; the possibility that our lives will 

become entangled in the life of another, with no easy way to step away; and the very likely 

possibility that we’ll face uncomfortable and unpleasant feelings, sights, smells, and 

circumstances. The four friends showed courageous risk when they picked up the matt, but 

facing all these fears, they picked it up anyway.  

4 The U.S. Office of Personnel Management offers that “It is natural to feel reluctant 

or even afraid of facing another person's painful feelings. But it is important not to let this 

fear prevent us from doing what we can to help someone who is suffering.” Their flyer, 

“How to Listen to Someone Who Is Hurting,” offers the following tips for listening to a 

hurting person: 

• The most important thing to do is simply to be there and listen and show you care. 

• Find a private setting where you won't be overheard or interrupted.  

• Keep your comments brief and simple so that you don't get the person off track. 

• Ask questions that show your interest and encourage the person to keep talking. 

• Give verbal and non-verbal messages of caring and support.  

• Let people know that it's OK to cry.  

• Don't offer unsolicited advice.  

• Don't turn the conversation into a forum for your own experiences. 

The next time you see a hurting person, will you take a courageous risk to listen to them? 

5 The four friends showed courage in choosing to do something that required the 

cooperation of four others: If any one of the four lifters dropped their grip, the man being 

carried would have been dropped to the ground. If the man being carried thrashed about on 

the matt, it would have made carrying him impossible. Think about the little things that can 

go wrong when five people get together to try to accomplish something as simple as carrying 

a stretcher. They could argue about who gets to walk in front. One might be walking too fast 

for the others. One might need to take a break while another is impatient to get to their 

destination. One might drop his corner to pick up a text message. 

If you’re a sports fan, then you know how important team work is. The injury of even 

one key player can throw off the balance of a team and deflate their performance. According 
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to the legend of Clarence Blethen, the Red Sox rookie pitcher in 1923 thought he looked 

meaner without his false teeth when he was on the mound. He supposedly didn't think to put 

them back in his mouth while he batted. That led to Blethen sliding into second base and 

getting bit in the posterior by his own teeth. He was removed from the game for excessive 

bleeding. (Mentalfloss.com). The next time you see a hurting person, will you take a 

courageous risk to work with others for the sake of helping? 

6 The four friends showed courage in taking the man to Jesus. We know they had 

great faith, because our Gospel story specifically mentions it. Imagine what the alternative 

would have been. They could have simply moved the man from place to place, serving as his 

taxi service for an indefinite period. Instead, they chose to take a chance with Jesus and hope 

for a miracle. What did they have to lose? Plenty. What if Jesus couldn’t heal the man after 

all? Imagine the wasted effort carrying him there. Imagine their humiliation in front of all 

the other villagers. Pastor Doug Scalise commented that “the friends in the gospel are people 

of faith because they bring their friend to a place of possibility. Without the faith of his 

friends, this man would not have been forgiven or healed because he never would have 

encountered Jesus.”  

I wonder how often it is that we muster up the courage to pick up someone’s matt, but 

then our courage fails us when it’s time to take the risk of bringing them to Jesus. I’ve 

certainly failed in that way. Have you? We are the Church of Jesus Christ, and it’s our 

mission to bring people to a place of possibility, where they can encounter Jesus and be 

healed. 

7 I want you to notice that it wasn’t easy for the friends to get the man to Jesus. Not 

only did they have to carry him all the way to the house where Jesus was, but the crowd 

made it impossible for them to get in. The four friends had to have the courage to try 

something new, something that had never been done before. It can be scary to try something 

new because none of us like to fail, but the friends didn’t flinch. They took him up onto the 

roof and then dug their way through the branches, grass, and dried clay. They didn’t have 

one of those nice cordless reciprocating saws with the long demolition blades. I imagine they 

tore a hole with their hands, and I imagine there was clay dust and clumps and grass flying 

everywhere, especially on the heads of those in the house, including Jesus. Can you even 
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begin to imagine what was on the faces of the people in the house when they realized what 

was happening? What kind of courageous faith did that take, not only interrupting Jesus as 

he was preaching, but literally dropping the roof on him! 

8 Brothers and sisters in Christ, leading people to Jesus can be risky and messy, and in 

these days it requires us to boldly try new things we’ve never done before. Unless we’re able 

to courageously face the risks of being in bold and innovative ministry, we’ll in effect be 

leaving all the paralytics we meet outside on their mats. What we need in the church today is 

more people who are willing to get their hands dirty in ministry, digging through the roofs of 

our institutions, our traditions, and our comfort zones for the sake of encountering the 

hurting and lost, and then leading them to Jesus. 

I wonder if you have or have had friends in your life- friends who saw you, listened to 

you, picked you up, and brought you to Jesus. We all need friends in the faith like that. 

There’s a whole world outside of this building that needs friends like that. Are you willing to 

be one? 

The poet E.E. Cummings wrote, “It takes courage to grow up and become who you 

really are.” We are the church of Jesus Christ, and we hold the keys to hell and death. We 

have the power of the Holy Spirit, burning within our hearts. With the powerful presence of 

God breaking through in our church, there is nothing we can’t do for the sake of the 

Kingdom of God.  

Are you ready and willing to courageously risk much for the sake of lifting someone 

who’s hurting? And then will you bring them to Jesus for healing? That’s our mission, 

church.  

Please pray with me. 

Loving God, we confess that sometimes we allow fear to overwhelm us, and we fail to 

reach out to the least, the lost, and the left out. Sometimes it’s not fear, but we’re simply too 

comfortable where we are to go somewhere else. God gives us the faithful courage to risk 

whatever it takes to lead your sheep back into your loving arms. Amen. 
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