HEALING A PARALYTIC
(Mark 2:1-13)

Mark's story of the healing of the paralytic recount Jesus' action of healing and
forgivenessin respong to paralysis and radical skepticism. Thenarativeinvites listenersto
celebrate both the deermined faith of the paralytic and his friendsand the joy of his
newfoundstrength to walk. It also welcomes listeners skepticism aboutJesus authority to act
as God who forgives and makes new. Theimplicit appeal isto have confidence in Jesusas
the agent of God'sgrace and power. The sign of such confidence is an all-out exploration of
the possibility of getting up and walking away from whatever cripples us

L earning the Story with a Group

Thebest way to ge people involved in telling storiesis to lead a group throughthe
stages of learning and telling a story. This process leads people throughthe steps of learning
astory, exploring its meaning then and now, and telingit first within and then outsidethe
group. Thisway of forming oral tradition communities can be donewith any group either al
at once orin stages.

Two elements of preparation are essential for theleader. Thefirst isto knowthe story
well. Thesecondisto have copies of the story typed in episodes for every person.

Learning a story with agroupis great fun. And the best introdudionto learninga
biblical story isfor peopleto ge phydcally and emotiondly involved as agroupin some kind
of fun. The essential component is give and take, action and respons. A "lionhunt' has
become my mog frequent starting paint, especially with largegroups In alion hunt, the
group says and does everything tha theleader says and does, in immediate respons. The
lion huntalways has the same basic structure. But infinite variationsare possible for each
paticular occasion. The gestures are big and boisterousand can only belearned by doing
them. Mog camp leaders and kindergarten teachers can initiate you into this augug oral
tradition. Thisisan outline

Hi.

Do youwantto goonalionhunt? Let's go!

Open thedoor. Shutthedoa. Open thegae. Shutthe gate.
Uh oh! Forgotmy gun Gotta go back.

[Repeat doorand gae]

Pick upthegun.

Kiss my spous.

[Repeat doorand gae]

Let'sgo! Great day.

Grass. Medium grass. Tall grass. Low grass. No grass.
Let'sclimb atree. Lookto theleft. Lookto theright.

Does anybodysee alion?Nope Let's go.

Un oh! A river. Big river. Gotta cross.

Does anybodysee abridge? [If so, cross and come to another river later.]
Nope Better get a big run. On your marks, get set, GO!
Ooopd Redlly big river. I'm scared. Crocodiles.
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Better get areally big run. On your marks, get set, GO! Into theriver! Swim! Beat off
thoe crocodiles! Swim! We madeit. Way to go!

Mud. Deep mud. Blurp, blurp. Medium mud. Squish, squish. No mud.

Let's climb another tree. Lookto theleft. Look to theright

Does anybodysee alion?Nope Butthere'sa cave over there. Let's golook. Down the
tree.

Shh! We're getting close to thecave. Andhereit is. Big, dark cave. It'sredly dark in
there.

There'sliontracks goin' in. Andthere'slion tracks coming out

There's human tracks goin' in. But there ain't no human tracks coming out.

I'm scared. Yougofirst. No, you gofirst. YOU GO! Oh, al right, let's go togeher.
Shhh!

Sureisdak in here. Does anybodysee alion?Nope. | feel something. . . fuzzy.
There'sonebig yellow eye. There'stwo big yellow eyes.

IT'SA LION! RUN!

Up thetree. Down thetree. Throughthemud. Into theriver. Up thetree. Down the
tree. Throughthe grass. Open thegate. Shutthegae. Open thedoor. Shutthedoa.
Put up my gun.Kiss my spoug. We madeit.

We're home. Way to go! [Clapping]

And, if thegroupislearning the healing of the paraytic, after the applause and
laughter dies down, go throughexactly the same process with Mark's story. Thebiblical story
needsthe same energy in its words and gestures. Keep theword groupsfairly short. The
group says the story back to you with the gestures.

| would suggest tha youimagineyourself with agroupandtell the story back to a
leader with total abandonand big gestures. Themore verbd and physcal energy you can
geneate, the better.

The Story

Andwhen hereturned to Capernaum after some days, it was reported that hewas at

home.

And many were gathered togeher, so tha there was nolonge roomfor them, not
even aboutthedoor.

And hewas preaching theword to them.

Andthey came, bringingto him a paraytic carried by four men.

And when they could nat get near him because of the crowd, they removed the roof
abovehim; and when they had made an opening, they let down thepdlet on
which the paralytic lay.

Andwhen Jesus saw ther faith, hesaid to the pardytic, "My son, your sinsare
forgiven."

Now some of thescribes were sitting there, questioning in thar hearts, "Why does
this man spesk like this?
It is blasphemy!
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Who can forgive sinsbut God alone?’

Andimmediately Jesus, perceivingin his spirit tha they were questioning within
themselves, said to them, "Why do you questionlike thisin your hearts?

Wha iseasier, to say to thepaalytic, 'You sinsare forgiven,' or to say 'Rise, take up
your pdlet andwak'?

But that you may know that the Son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins'-he
said to theparalytic-"I say to you, rise, take up your pdlet and go hone."

Andherose, andimmediately took up the pdlet and went out before them all.
So they were al amazed and glorified God, saying, "We never saw anything like
this."

After goingthroughthe story, andyze its structure. Charting the episodes on a
blackboad or flip-chart is hdpful. Thegroup can suggest arangeof possible episodetitles.

In additionto naming the episodes, you might also labd the sentences and identify the
subjects or key wordsin each sentence. Keep theingructionsbrief and simple. Every word
said is afurther interference with the group'sshort-term memory.

Next, repeat the story agan, asking the groupto assodate the wordswith the structure
onthechart. Keep the gestures going so tha all three perceptud systems-aural, visud,
Kinesthetic-are opeative.

Hand out the story in episodes and explain that after the next roundof repetition, each
personwill tell thestory to a patner. Thisisatypical introdudion:

After | tell it to you and we gothroughit togeher agan, I'm going to ask you
to turn immediately andtell it to your partner. Thegod will beto get throughthe
story. If youget log, your partner will hdp you. Partners, don'tlook at the pgper. This
paper isdangeousstuff. It can either beahdpe for fledgling storytellers or the
primary enemy. This pgper isonly an aid to your memory. Don'tdepend onit. DON'T
LOOK AT IT! Use your memory. Therefore, while your partners are telling the story,
remember alongwith them. Listen. If they get log, jud pick them up at tha point. If
nether oneof you can remember, then you look and refresh your partner's memory.

Take these fifteen minutes to tell the story back and forth as often as you can.
Work toward getting throughit with as high a degree of mastery and comfort as
possible. Don'ttalk aboutit. We have spent years learning how to talk aboutthese
stories and aimog no time learning howto tell them. Concentrate onthe story. If
anyoneneedshdp, I'm available.

Our god isfor everyoneto beable to get throughthe story from beginning to
end.

After going ove thestory togeher once more and perhagpshaving theleader retell it, the
groupworks ontelling the story in groupsof two.

It is sometimes hdpful to give agroupfive or ten minutes to work onit individudly
before tellingit to a patner. This has cometo beknown as the"blab school' method.
Everyonetells or readsthe story outloudto themselves at the same time. If youindudethis
step, thefollowingingructionsmay be hdpful:
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There are some basic rules aboutthistime. Firgt, find your own space. Then
tell thestory to yourself in aloudvoice. Everyoneelse is going to betellingit too.
You'll befineaslongasyoutel it loudenoughtha you can't hear everyoneelse. But
if you are timid and quiet, othe people will bother you. Therefore, talk loudly, and
you'll beokay. Thisis goingto beorganized chaos Enjoy it! After afew minutes,
when | givethesignd, find apartner andtell it to each other.

Theleader can circulate during this time of oneto-onestorytelling and hdp people
who are having difficulties. Many people have difficult emotiond andintellectud problems
related to storytelling that they need to work through. Some people are sure they can't
memorize, or had atraumatic experience with memorization as a child. Others have major
reservationsabout memorizing Bible stories. Others are conaerned tha they won't remember
the story word for word and will get it wrong However, while abrief discusson may hdp, it
is best notto let people escapeinto talking aboutthe story rather than tellingit. The
intellectuds in the group often have the highest degree of resistance. And mog of these
discussions are avoidance tactics. After aperiod of ten to fifteen minutes, depending on the
length of thestory, call thegroupback. A brief period of feedback is aways hdpful. The
main task isto celebrate the group'sachievement.

Learning the Story

Verbal Threads

"Your sinsareforgiven." Thisphraseistheclimax of thehealing episodeand of the
scribes questions and is picked up in Jesus question, "Wha iseasierE? " (vss. 5, 9).

" Questioning in their hearts." This phrase sets the scenefor the scribes’ questions
and Jesus respone (vss. 6, 8). Theaeisamina variationin theintrodudion to Jesus
respong, "questioning within themselves."

" Rise, take up your pallet." Thisisthelink between Jesus question to the scribes
and his command to the paralytic (vss. 9, 11). The phrase endsfirst with "and walk," next
with "and go home." Thethread also ties Jesus question to the fulfillment of his command:
"And herose, and immediately took up the pdlet [same verbs different tensein Greek] and
went out beforethem al” (vs. 12).

These verbd threadsare typical of theway in which two or three contiguousepisodes
are woven together. Themod frequent connections are (1) thelast sentence of oneepisode
andthefirst of the next, (2) thefirst and last sentence of the same episode and (3) thefirst or
last sentences of subsequent episodes.

S@Enes

This story can bevisudized as a shooting script for amovie:

Scene 1. Pan shot onthevillagewith the word going out that hés home and people
crowding into the house; end with shot throughthedoorto Jesus preaching.

Scene 2. Shotfromroof of four coming to the house, going up the stepsto theroof,
and tearing a holein therodf; changeto shot fromfloor of thehous up to paralytic coming
down throughtheroof andfaces of thefour; close-up of Jesusand paralytic.

Scene 3. Pan over to scribes sitting onthe side focusin onthem talking to each other.
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Scene 4. Wide shot of Jesusand the scribes, then close-up of Jesustalking to the
paaytic.

Scene 5. Close-up of paraytic getting up; pan back steadily to paralytic walking out,
to whole crowd as they respond,andto village agan as Jesus and crowd move out to the sea.

Thoughs, Emotions Actions

Thethoughtof this accountfocuses on the complex issue of Jesus authority to forgive
sins Theimplication of the event isthat Jesusis uniqudy related to God and to therest of
humanity.

The emotionsof the story begin and end with the enthusasm of the crowd and its
attraction to Jesus Thepaaytic episodeis themost emotiondly complex. It moves fromthe
determinaion of thefour, to the surprise and goodhunor of theroof removd, to Jesus
compassion in respong to the paraytic. Theemotionsof the scribe episodeand of Jesus
responses can bevarioudy angry, probing, or satirical, depending on your interpretation.

The story's action connects radical questioning and skepticism with forgiveness,
healing, and liberation. It leadsthe audience into arelationship with theparalytic and his
friendsand with the scribes as they encounter Jesus Andit calls for arespons of joining the
crowd in its amazement. Theaction moves from relaxation/enthusasm to compassiontenson
to expansverelease. Theeffect of the story could be called a catharsis of pity, resignaion,
and skepticism.

Listening to the Story

Thebiggest problem in listening to this story in itsorigind context isto discern over
thetwo intervening millennia how Mark presented the dialoguebetween Jesusand the
scribes.

Theorigind context of this story can beclarified by undestanding its history as a
narative tradition. Form criticism is amethodfor the study of biblical narrativesin the period
of oral formation prior to their beng written down. The methodinvolves a detailed
compaison of stories with asimilar form or structure. These stories are andyzed as a group
to deerminethdr typical form and fundionin oral tradition. The presuppostion of this
methodistha oral traditionsare formed and circulated in accordance with paternsor laws of
oral trangmission. By clarifying theforms or types of stories and sayingsin the Synopiic
tradition, it isthen possible to distinguish the earlier oral forms of atraditionfrom thelater
formsin which editing has taken place.

A form-critical andysis of this story isinteresting. A typica healing story is
composd of a setting and description of theillness, an action tha bringstheillness to Jesus
aword or action by Jesus a description of the healing, and arespons by the onehed ed
and/or by onlookes. The conflict story is a separate form with its own typical elements. This
story isthen an unusud combinaion of the elements of a healing story and the elements of a
conflict story.

An examination of Mark's narrative also reveals two clear seams between theearlier
and later forms of the narrative. The mog readily appaent seam is the highly unusud
sentence tha endsJesus speech to the scribes: "But in order that you may know tha the Son
of man has authority to forgive sinson earth-he says to the paralytic, | say to you, rise, take
up your pdlet and goto your hous™ (literally trandated). This sentence is a grammatical
nightmare. Thefirst hdf isaconditiond clause addressed to the scribes. In onesensg, the
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sentence is never finished. In mid-sentence, the subject shiftsto theparalytic and anew
indgpendent clause isintroducd. The sentence makes oral sense butonly in a somewhat
awkward manne. This grammatical incongity may indicate a seam where two pieces of
tradition have been sawn togeher.

Thereis evidence of another earlier seam. The subject of the piece tha has been sewn
in isthedispute between Jesusand the scribes. That piece beginsat verse 7, immediately
after Jesus pronoun@ment of forgiveness. The scribes are somewhat abruptly introduced at
this point. Thereis no mention of scribesin theinitia setting of the scene (2:1-2). Assuming
tha Lukeésversion of this story (Luke5:17-26) islater than Mark's, Luke dealt with this
problem by making the scribes and Pharisees the main characters in the opening setting and

introdudng thecrowd in themidg of thenarrative:

On one of those days, as he was teaching, there were Pharisees and teachers of the law sitting by, who
had come from every village of Galilee and Judea and from Jerusalem; and the power of the Lord was with him
to hedl. (Luke5: 17)

Thus the narative pach in Mark's narrative begins with theintrodudion of the
scribes (2:6) and endswith the address to the paralytic (2:10b). Theearlier form of Mark's
story would then have been as follows:

And when Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, "My son, your sins are forgiven. And | say to
you, rise, take up your pallet and go home." And he rose and immediately took up the pallet and went out before
them all so that they were all amazed and glorified God, saying, "We never saw anything like this!"

Since this accounthas thetypical form of a healing story-setting, action to bring sickness to
Jesus attention, actionAvord by Jesus healing, respong-the probability ishighthat it was an
earlier form of the paaytic tradition.

This andysis enables usto see thefascinaing way in which the story grew in the
telling. The history of the paralytic tradition may aso provide some clues aboutthe mog
seriousproblem in thetelling of this story, namely, how did Mark intend for the scribes
episodeto betold? Generdly, when this narrative is read aloudtoday, the scribes are
presented as bad guysand the attitudeof thereader is distinctly critical. The attitudeof the
narator toward the characters of thestory isaprimary factor in shaping theemotiond
distance between thelisteners and those characters. If the storyteller's attitudetoward the
scribesis cynical and cutting, the appeal to thelisteners will beto separate themselves from
thescribes and to regard their questionsnegaively. Thequestion is whether Mark told the
story that way himself and, by implication, intended tha we should tell it tha way as well.

Thetradition history of the paralytic story raises the same question in another form:
why did Mark (or apre-Markan storyteller) add the conflict with the scribes to the story? A
thematic reason was to introduce the motif of Jesus authority to forgive sins A storytelling
answer emergesin telling thestory inits earlier form.

Jesus statement, "Your sinsare forgiven,” isaradical surprise in thecontext of first-
century Judasm. Not even the high priest had theauthority to make such a pronounement. If
Jewish listenersto theorigind form of the story were shoded by this statement, they may
have either stoppel listening or have been so offended that they walked away. By induding
the scribes, who were authorities on such issues, in the story, Mark gave voiceto hislistenes
questionsand wovethear respons into thestory.

If thiswas thecase, Mark presented the words of the scribes sympahetically so tha
theaudience could identify with them. The scribes spokefor them. As aresult, when Mark
reported Jesus wordsin respong to the scribes, he spokedirectly to theaudience asiif they
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were thescribes. In effect, at that momentin thestory, thelisteners were the scribes, listening
to Jesus response to thar questions

Asyouwill see and hear in telling these stories, the impact of biblical narative
dependson this kind of identification with the characters of the story. When thelisteners
identify with certain characters, the speeches to those charactersin the story are addressed to
thelistenears. Thehistory of this story, with its addition of conflict with the scribes, is
congmuent with this patern in thebiblical storytelling tradition.

It is easy to seein this context why the attitudeof the storyteller nowis so important.
Contemporary Chrigtian listeners are generally predisposed to becritical of Jewsin genera
and, particularly, of scribes and Pharisees. The history of Christian interpretation of the
Gogods has created this predispostion. If there iseven thedightest hint of criticismin the
storyteller's voice, tha will control theaudience's attitude Only if the storyteller presents the
scribes wordsin a highly sympathetic manne will a contemporary Christian audience
identify at all with the scribes and thereby hear the story appropriately. On the othe hand, if
thestory istold with anegaive attitude the effect of the story will beradically changed. It
will be experienced as another in a seemingly endless series of human stories in which the
effect isto paint thefinge of ridicule and blame at someoneelse.

Therefore, Mark probably presented Jesus wordsto the scribesin asympahetic
rather than acritical manne. Likewise, as| hear Mark'stelling of this story, thetoneof Jesus
wordswas not hae or disdan butrespect and a desire for engagement. Jud as Jesus entered
into dialoguewith the scribes, Mark entersinto dialoguewith his listeners and asks ther
questions | do not see Mark pointing hisfinge at the audience when Jesus says "But that you
may know tha the Son of man has authority ... " but rather opening his handsor touching the
sideof hishead. It isless a confrontation than an invitation.

There was healing and forgivenessin thistale for Mark'slisteners, in thar
identification with the paralytic and with the scribes. This correspondswith the sympathetic
dynamics of thestory. Thefirst appeal of the story isto identify with the paralytic and his
friendsin theradicality of ther deermination to get to Jesus Thisidentificationisthe
sandwich for the appeal to identify with the scribes in thar skepticism. At the conduson of
the story, theimplicationistha al of them Bthe crowd and the scribes B glorified God.

Another less complex issuein listening to Mark's story isthereport abouttheroof.
How did Mark tell theroof busness? (2:4). How big a deal was theholein therodf? While
there is evidence tha themud and stick roofs of ancient Palestine were sometimes opened to
let down food Mark presentsit as aradical action. Matthew doesn't even mention theroof.
But thisistypical of Matthew's extremely condse style in the healing stories. Theevidence
tha Mark madeabig dedl of thehdein therodf isthenumber of wordshe spendsonits
description. In effect, hedescribes it twice: "they removed theroof/"when they had made an
opening." However, the Revised Standad Versionis a wimpish trandation of Mark's Greek.
Thefirst phrase literally means"to unroof theroof' while the secondverb means"to tear out,”
here in reference to themud and sticks of theroof. Often this verb (eksoruksantesin Greek) is
used to describetearing out someonés eyes (for examples, see A Greek-English Lexicon,
Bauer, Gingrich, and Danker 1979,277). It isaviolent word for which "made an opening” is
aweak and inept rendering. Thus Mark probably told this episodein a highly vivid and
emphaic manne.

"My son, your sinsare forgiven" (vs. 5)-this statement is performative language,
similar initsimpact and toneto thewords declaring a man and woman to be husand and
wife. Jug asthewords"l pronoune you husand and wife" do something significant, so al'so
these words do something. They are wordswhich, by their being spoken, cause something to
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happen. The story focuses down from the high volume and intengty of thetearing open of the
roof to these authoritative words of Jesusto the paralytic.

Connections

This story invites usto identify with the paralytic and hisfriends In al thehedling
stories, theaudience isinvited to sympathize with theonewho is afflicted. In this account
the primary focusis onthe determinaion of thefriendsand the paralytic to get to Jesus

The story thusinvites usto identify our own experiences of beng paralyzed and
taking radical stepsto get hdp. And,in orde to tell the story sympahetically, it is necessary
to make that connection. Therefore, a step in learning this story isto remember and perhgps
tell to yourself or someonee se experiences of paralysis and searching for hdp. When have
you been paralyzed by powers beyondyour control and asked for hdp?

Aswe have seen, the story also invites usto identify with thescribesin thar
questioning of Jesusand of the possibility that theparalytic can beforgiven. The dynanics of
the story require tha the storyteller both undestand and sympathize with thescribesin ther
questioning. Whoisthescribein you?

Thefield of experience tha the story addressesis tha of defending therules and
cugoms tha have authority in our families and communities. The scribe defendsthewaysin
which things"ought' to bedone Whileit isimportant to maintain the specific relationship to
theissues addressed in this story, the scribes also represent atypeor an attitudetha iswiddy
present. Religiouspeople who are threatened by violationsof ther socia and religious
cugoms can identify with thescribes if they will allow themselves to explore ther true
feelings Thereisaso a profoundskepticism implicit in ther questions Thus astep in
exploring this story isto identify the times when you have felt threatened by the breaking of a
sodal or religiouscugom or have been radically skeptical aboutsome religiouskook's
authority. The purpose of this explorationisto find a point of connection with the energy of
thescribes questions

Telling the Story

A storytelling process has emerged from this story tha has proven to be a powerful
way of telling and hearing this story. It isa simple and direct way of sharingthestory in
relationto our pesond needs And | would suggest tha you share the story in thisway with a
storytelling partner.

Share with your partner theways in which youmost deeply identify with the paralytic
andthe scribenow. In wha ways are you paralyzed, unable to move effectively? And in wha
ways are you skeptical of the possibility tha anyonecould forgive you and enable you to
walk agan?

After you have shared, listen to your partner tell youthe story. Thepumposintelling
the story is notto give counslor spiritud answers, butto share a common faith experience.
Telling the story enables usto hear our present experience in the context of Jesus presence
and power. If my partner has shared a present paralysis and skepticism with me, 1 will
respondwith the story. And, in thetelling, | toowill listen for theways Christ may be present
for my friendin this story.

After hearingthe story, it is often goodto talk about wha, if anything, you heard in
thestory. It may betha you heard nothing and tha the story did not connect in any way. And
tha is peafectly acceptable. Tellingthese stories does not do something more or less
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automatically. The stories are wordstha have thepotential to set our experience in the
context of the presence of Christ. But if you did hear something that connected with your life,
then share and explore it with your partner. Often the stories are meaningful in ways we
never could have anticipaed.

This process is oneof many storytelling possibilities tha are available to us In the
aftermath of theaccident | mentioned earlier, | wasin casts for sx monthsand then unéable to
walk withouta canefor well over ayear. Theae wasinitialy a seriousquestion whether |
would be able to walk agan. During tha period, this story became my story.

| began telling it to myself duringthe physcal therapy in the hogital when | took my
first stepsbeween paald bars. two stepsthefirst day, four the next. But the mog frequent
tellingswere during the months of phydcal therapy at home. When akneeisimmobilized for
alongperiod of time, adhesionsgrow over thejoint. In order to get flexibility back, those
adhesionsmug be broken. Theeasiest way isto push thejoint as hard as you can, gradudly
breaking them. My task was then to sit and push as hard as | could aslongas| could onthat
joint. After | couldn'tstand the pain anymore, | could rest for afew hours before doing the
same process agan. Thiswent onfor monthswith only small signsof progress.

| told mysdlf this story time after time during this period. Sometimes it was a story of
hope | would envision myself getting up and walking again. Often it was a story of
forgiveness: forgiveness for my sinsof avoiding or not doing my exercises which alone
would enable meto walk agan, for my shame at being unable to walk when | had been a
runne and afirst-rate tennis player, and for my anger at God for not being able to runand
play with Tom and Michagl, who were then eight and four. It was also a story which gave me
a context for exploring my skepticism aboutever being able to walk again and aboutGod's
ability to enable me to dothat. All of my critical and cynical energies as a scholar found
expressionin the scribes questions

Day by day in avariety of ways, | told myself this story and remembered it in
exquisite detail. Writingin my journd, prayer, and doing my exercises all became occasions
for remembering this story. Andin an equdly varied number of ways, the story enabled me to
recognize and accept Jesus presence and power.

In the process of remembering this story, Jesus Christ became present for me.
Throughthe story, he welcomed meinto themidg of the community in my broken condition,
arguad with me aboutthetheological issuesinvolved in this stupid accident, and steadily
caled on me to get up and walk. Thereturn of my strength and energy was a steady gift that
was profoundly connected with this story. In some sense, remembering the story enabled me
to walk agan. For this reason, | would recommend tha you open yourself to receiving the
uniquegifts of this story when you are in stress, pan, or crisis.
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