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God does not play by the rules.  We grow up being taught the rules—you know—“Brush your 
teeth every day,” “go to school and do your homework,” “don’t hit your brother or sister,” 
“pick up after yourself,” and so on.  The rules expand when you get older—“eat right and 
exercise,” “go to college,” “work hard” will the expectation that if you do these, you’ll be 
healthy, get a good job, make money and be successful.  If you’re a Black child, you grow up 
with other rules, including how to act in stores and around police so you don’t get killed.   
 
There are even a lot of rules that God gave us, including the Ten Commandments and the 600 
or so other rules that orthodox Jews follow.  There are lots of rules that promise at some level 
to make us happy or healthy or prosperous.  But God doesn’t follow the rules.  Not even God’s 
own rules!   
 
And if you live for a time you figure out that the rules don’t work anyway, at least not as any 
guarantee.  If you’re a brown or Black or poor person, you see that these rules don’t apply to 
you.  Going to school and doing your homework may not help much if you’re in an underfunded 
school or if your family is homeless.  Go to college to get a good job?  What if you can’t afford it 
or if all the jobs go to White people with connections?    
 
When you get older, you may do all the “right” things and still one day find that your family life 
falls apart, or you lose your job, or you get hit by a bus and are drowning in healthcare debt.  At 
some point on your spiritual journey, you should figure this out.  The rules don’t work. 
 
Which is why it’s great that God doesn’t play by the rules. 
 
In John’s Gospel, Jesus goes to the Jerusalem temple, to the Bethzatha pool (now called 
Bethesda), which was known for its healing powers.  When the water was stirred up, it was 
believed that the first person in the water would be cured of their ailments.  A man is lying 
there; we are told that he has been sick for 38 years, and Jesus perceives that he has been next 
to the pool for a long time.  So he asks him, “Do you want to be made well?”  Isn’t it obvious?  
He’s here because he wants to get well.  But Jesus asks him anyway.  And the man, instead of 
saying, “Yes,” says, “I can’t get into the pool, because nobody will place me in the water, and by 
the time I drag myself over, someone else has always beaten me in.”  The short answer is, “Yes, 
but I can’t.”  And Jesus, being God, doesn’t follow the rules.  He just says, "Stand up, take your 
mat and walk.”  You want to be made well; the present pathway isn’t working, so let’s just get 
‘er done. Walk!  And the man is made well, gets up, and walks.   
 
God doesn’t play by the rules.  And in case we missed it, we are told that this was the Sabbath.  
The rules say, “No work on the Sabbath.”  Jesus, being God, says, I can heal on any and all days 
of the week, and it’s not work to make life happen! 



Of course, this offends all the religious authorities, who make their livelihoods telling people 
about all the rules they have to follow to make God pleased with them.  Not much has changed 
over 2,000 years—there are still lots of rules we’re told by religious and non-religious 
authorities about how to be good and live the good life.  It’s just another example of Jesus 
being outrageous and making people angry, because he doesn’t follow the rules. 
 
And if you think that life is predictable and the goal is to be a good person and not rock the boat 
and if you think that you will be rewarded by following the rules, you’re probably not going to 
be too thrilled about Jesus acting this way.  But if you live on the margins and already know that 
the rules weren’t made to help YOU, or you’ve tried your best but you’re still crushed under 
life’s burdens, or you see that the system is rigged and is actually pretty oppressive to most 
people, listen up.  God doesn’t play by the rules, and that is Good News! 
 
God isn’t here to make it hard for us to get the help we need.  If you can’t get to the pool for 
healing because you’re too weak to walk there on your own, let’s just skip that part altogether 
and heal you!  If you’re a God-fearing woman named Lydia, which means you are a Gentile who 
worships the Jewish God, and your heart is open to God’s leading, guess what?  You don’t have 
to become a Jew and follow 613 laws to get close to God, you can hear the Good News from 
the apostles and know the essence of God through Jesus.  It’s not that rules or religious laws 
are bad, but they have limits, and if they hamper relationship and life, they’re not helpful.  God 
WANTS us to have faith, and to be in relationship, and to realize that we can do everything 
“right” and still have our lives fall apart.  God wants us to know that even if we are “total 
failures” according to the standards of the world, we are still loved and God can show up.  The 
rules say you’re done.  God says you’re not. 
 
The “rules” say that if you’re a small church with an aging population and nobody coming up 
behind you, you’re done.  You’ve failed.  God says, Ha.  Maybe not.  This is the God of 
resurrection, bringing life out of what is dead or dying.  God doesn’t play by the rules.  It might 
just take one spark, one visitation of the Spirit for things to change.   
 
The new visioning task force for St. John’s met on Tuesday night to see if one of two programs 
could help us, and after much discussion going in a number of different directions, there was a 
surprising consensus.  I have to say, I didn’t see it coming.  At the end we were all in agreement 
to try to get in the program from the BTS Center called “Fostering Imagination,” which has as its 
core the idea that to do and be church differently—in ways we never have before—we need to 
build practices of creativity and imagination, so we can spark new ideas and see where they 
lead.  It is meant to be ecumenical, with four or five churches learning together.  The program is 
structured, the timing would work well for this church, and who knows?  God might show up!  
It’s not a given that we’ll be selected, but our team is going to apply. 
 
God doesn’t play by the rules, but shows up bringing life and healing in unexpected ways.  God 
is creative, and takes advantages of opportunities as they occur to do unexpected things.  
Sounds like fun!  Sounds like life.  And it’s not boring.  Let us pray.  Amen.                                                                          
   


