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YOU ARE THE HELP! 
A Sermon by The Rev. Dr. Arthur M. Suggs 

Preached on the Sixth Sunday of Easter, May 21, 2017 

 

Lectionary Reading:  Acts 17:22-31. 

In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen 

 

wo Responses to Everything in Life: 

the Glass Is Half-Full or Half-Empty 

This is an oversimplification, but I find that 

almost everything that happens in life, every 

event that goes on can provoke two different 

responses.  It’s really the kind of thinking that 

your glass is either half-full or half-empty.  I 

find these events in my own life a lot:   

• I misplaced my keys.  My gut re-

action is to ask, “Who stole my 

keys?  Why does this always hap-

pen to me?”  Then my later re- 

action to it is more thoughtful.  

“You know, I’m going to retrace 

my steps, and I’ll find them.”  I do 

that, and the loss is forgotten. 

• Yours truly comes upon a red 

light.  “Darn it, now I’m going to 

be late.”  Or, upon consideration 

in my old age, “Thanks for an op-

portunity to slow down a bit.” 

• You get a raise, and your response 

might be, “Well, it’s about time.  

My boss is pretty cheap.”  Or you 

might say, “Thank you.  It feels 

good to be appreciated.” 

• You encounter a death in your 

family, and you experience the 

full depth of it, the grief, the loss, 

the sorrow, and you feel it deep in 

your heart and shed tears.  But 

you can be thankful and even glad 

that your paths crossed at least for 

a time. 

These things are never black and white.  You 

have the two extremes, pessimism or opti-

mism.  Wanting what’s yours versus thank-

fulness, and we live our lives in that space in 

between.  Very rarely will you come across a 

person really far out on one extreme or the 

other.  However, there are times when I’ve 

seen that humanity tends toward the wrong 

response pretty consistently. 

wo Elderly Deaths, One in Florida, 

One at Home; Families Suffer Guilt 

I’ll give you an example:  A number of years 

ago, a very popular book came out by Harold 

Kushner, a rabbi out on Long Island, and the 

title of the book is When Bad Things Happen 

to Good People.  You see, it’s like I’m a good 

person.  Bad stuff happened to me.  I’d better 

read this book.  So it was a best-seller.  But 

the author told us an arresting story, and I’ll 

give you the short version:  

Two elderly women in his synagogue 

had died one week, and he was going 

to visit both families during an after-

noon, one visit right after the other.   
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So the rabbi gets to the first family 

and learns what had happened.  The 

elderly mother typically wintered  

in Florida.  This was in the late fall, 

sometime in November, and by this 

time she usually would have already 

left for Florida.  The weather was  

getting cold.  Throughout the fall, 

though, she hadn’t been feeling well, 

and she wasn’t sure about making the 

trip to Florida.   

To make a long story short, she de-

cided not to go, and about two weeks 

or so after she would have left, she 

died.  The family are beating them-

selves up about this.  “If only we had 

encouraged her to get to Florida.  

Help her out.  You know, make trans-

portation arrangements.  Whatever.  

Get her to Florida, somehow or other, 

and then she would have been okay.”  

There was lots of guilt.   

The second family’s circumstance 

was the mirror image of the first.  

They too had an elderly mother who 

normally wintered in Florida.  She 

also had not been feeling well.  So 

they really started pressuring her to 

get to Florida.  They made special ar-

rangements.  They finally got her to 

Florida, and two weeks after arriving, 

she died.  The family are feeling hor-

rible.  If only we hadn’t pushed her so 

hard to get there. 

As for the rabbi, it was like an eye-

opening kind of thing.  Each family 

was immersed in their guilt as well as 

their sorrow.  But for him, sort of as 

an outsider looking in, he realized it 

just might be that Florida had nothing 

to do with it.  Perhaps the time had ar-

rived for the two.  But for human be-

ings in the midst of tragic events, we 

feel guilt, and we often choose to feel 

culpability in a way that really isn’t 

true or isn’t helpful for us.   

*     *     * 

ar Rolls, He Lands under It; 

at 115 lbs, She Lifts 1,500 lbs 

Let me give you two more stories.  And I’m 

going to ask a theological question at the end 

of these stories.  Don’t worry, the question  is 

unanswerable.  But I want you to think about 

it.  These are two car accidents:   

One is from Jim Loder, who has 

passed on at this point, but he was a 

professor that both Janet and I had at 

seminary.  A saintly man.  Brilliant.  

Once again, I’ll give you the short 

version of the story.  He is driving 

along and is not wearing a seat belt; 

his wife is.   

They have an accident, and it results 

in the car rolling.  In the process, the 

car ejects him out the window.  The 

car comes to rest on its wheels, with 

his wife just fine.  She didn’t even 

bump her head.  She undoes her seat-

belt, opens the door, gets out, and be-

gins looking for her husband.   

Can’t find him.  Finally, she realizes 

that he’s right smack-dab in the mid-

dle underneath the car, where he 

landed.  The car lands on top of him.  

He is completely alive, but he’s a big 

guy, 250-some pounds.  There is no 

way he is getting out of that from un-

derneath on his own.  Nobody else is 

around.  What does his wife do?   
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Well, I’ve met her, and she is all of 

115 pounds.  She lifts up the car to the 

point where the two wheels on her 

side are completely off the ground, 

enough for him to crawl out.  It was a 

four-door sedan, sort of like a Camry 

or a Malibu, around 3,000 pounds to-

tal, a ton-and-a-half to lift off two side 

wheels, give or take.   

Of course, this affects him, partic- 

ularly as a theology professor.  He 

needs to deal with the reason that  

he is alive because of a 115-pound 

woman lifting 1,500-pounds or so, 

half the car, and of course he did pro-

cess that for the balance of his life.   

ack-Ended, She Lands Under Car; 

Ponders Death; Two Men Lift Car 

The other story I’m going to read to you.  

This comes from a woman by the name of Jan 

Phillips.  She is a former nun,  who lives in 

the Southwest.  She wrote a book entitled No 

Ordinary Time, in which she penned the fol-

lowing story and did it beautifully, which is 

why I’m going to read it rather than tell it.  

You’ll see the parallels with the previous 

story.   

“I pulled my car into the breakdown 

lane and grabbed my video camera.  

There was a flock of birds above 

Highway 194 that I couldn’t keep my 

eyes off.  There were hundreds of 

them performing a sky ballet that took 

my breath away.  When I first looked, 

they were all white.  Then they 

swooped down en masse, rolled over, 

and suddenly turned silver.  When I 

looked again, they flew off in a new 

direction, and this time, they all 

looked black. 

“Leaning up against my car hood, I 

turned on the camera and zoomed in 

on the flock.  I had just focused when 

I heard the sound of metal crashing 

into metal.  Then everything became 

silent.  I had one brief image of three 

things:  my camera, my car, and my-

self flying through the air.  Then eve-

rything went black. 

“When I came to, I was underneath 

my car, lying prostrate and facing the 

rear wheel.  I lifted my head enough 

to see my outstretched arms and 

feared immediately that I was para-

lyzed.  I tried to wriggle my fingers 

and was amazed when they moved.  

Then I tried my feet and my toes.  

They moved too.  ‘I can get out  

of here,’ I thought.  ‘I just have to 

shimmy out.’ 

“I tried to drag my body forward, but 

I couldn’t move it.  I was under the 

exhaust system, pinned to the ground, 

and the muffler was burning away my 

flesh.  Now I realized I had to dig my 

way out.  But it was high desert land, 

and with all my might, I could hardly 

make a scratch in the dry, hard dirt. 

“It was then, I realized I was about to 

witness my own death.  A great sor-

row filled me at first when I thought 

of my mother having to hear I was 

killed in a terrible accident.  Next 

came the assessment of how I had 

done with the life I had been given.  

Did I have regrets?  ‘No.’  Was any-

thing unfinished, unforgiven?  ‘No.’  

Was I proud of the wake I left behind?  

Had I given all my thanks to everyone 

I was grateful for?  ‘Yes,’ I thought.  

‘I did the best I could do.  If there's 
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anyone to report to, I’ll be proud to 

report.’ 

“It was time then to let go, but how 

could I do this?  I wanted to live.  I 

started to fear, not so much the un-

known, but the end of the known.  

Then I thought of what I’d heard 

about the Native American elders 

who went to the mountaintop when 

their time had come.  And I thought 

of the Inuits who went off to lie in a 

drift of snow when they knew the 

transition was close at hand.   

‘I can do this,’ I thought.  ‘If they can 

do it, I can do it.’  And I closed my 

eyes, took one last deep conscious 

breath, and began to slip backward, 

into the silence.  I felt myself leaving 

through the soles of my feet, and was 

almost out when I heard the shouts. 

‘Is Anybody There? 

Is Anybody Alive?’”   

“I zipped right back into my body, 

and suddenly I was back under the car 

again.  The frantic voices continued to 

call, ‘Is there anybody there?  Is there 

anyone alive?’   

“‘I’m here,’ I called back, in a voice 

barely audible.  ‘I’m alive.’ 

“I heard the sound of running feet. 

‘Where are you?’ 

“‘Under the car, by the back tire.’ 

“I looked up and saw their legs.  Two 

men.  ‘Oh, my God!’ they cried out.  

‘Wait there!  We’ll go get help!’ 

“‘Don’t go,’ I pleaded.  ‘You are the 

help.  Just lift up the car.’ 

“There was a terrible silence.  Then 

they yelled back, ‘We can’t!  We need 

help!’ 

“‘Yes, you can,’ I cried.  ‘You can.  

You’re the help.  Just lift it up . . . 

now.’ 

“And in one miraculous moment, 

they became the Gods we are capable 

of being.  They put their hands under 

the fenders, and on the count of three, 

lifted the car as if it were an eagle’s 

feather.  Then two hands reached 

down to pull me out.  They belonged 

to the man who had hit my car going 

seventy miles per hour. 

“I never knew it like I know it now — 

that we are the help, and we need re-

minding. 

“When those men approached the 

wreckage, the first thing they experi-

enced was their helplessness.  They 

did not believe in their own powers 

and wanted to run off in search of 

help.   

They were caught in the story we’ve 

been told all our lives — that help is 

somewhere else; power and strength 

are somewhere else; the solutions are 

somewhere else, beyond us, outside 

of us.   

But when they heard that voice, ‘You 

are the help,’ some shift happened.  In 

the place of doubt rushed a huge and 

mighty force, a new belief that rippled 

through every cell in their bodies and 

infused their beings with whatever 

strength was called for.” 

*     *     * 
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wo Miracles Infused with Divinity; 

You Have Strength Beyond Belief 

I hesitate to go further, to be honest with you, 

but I shall.  Part of this is like explaining a 

joke.  You ruin a joke when you have to ex-

plain it.  The same thing with explaining a 

metaphor, and this is a metaphor for our lives.   

I’m intrigued by the two responses to the last 

story by Jan Phillips. 

Response Number 1.  Remember back at the 

beginning of the sermon, the glass half-empty 

and the glass half-full, the negative and the 

positive?  Response Number 1 was helpless-

ness.  You know, “Wait there,” as if Jan could 

do anything else.  “We’ll go get help.”  And 

then it morphed into Response Number 2, in 

which “You are the help.”   

So here’s the theological question:  What is a 

miracle?  In the first of the two stories about 

car accidents, I feel the answer is yes.  That 

one is a miracle.  In the second story, my an-

swer is no.  There's a natural explanation for 

the second story.  Two guys are capable of 

lifting a car up enough such that a third guy 

can pull you out.  We don’t need to bring God 

into that one.   

Typically, our understanding of a miracle is 

this — a low-level, sort of idiotic normal def-

inition that we have.  And that is, well, if you 

can’t think of an explanation, it must be a 

miracle.  

However, what I’d like to do is to suggest 

something a little more subtle when trying to 

judge a miracle.  And that is that there's an-

other way of looking at it.  One way is that 

we have overt (story number 1) and we have 

covert (story number 2).  We have extraordi-

nary and we have subtle.  If it is true at all that 

God is that in which we live and move and 

have our being, and if it is true at all that di-

vinity is something all about us, then it is also 

the case that every single thing we do, every 

single thing we say is also immersed and in-

fused with divinity.   

That just follows logically if God is that in 

which we live and move and have our being, 

and both car-accident stories are miracles in 

that sense.  One is just simply extraordinary, 

and one is more ordinary.  One is overt (story 

1), and one is covert (story 2) in the context 

of living and moving and having our being in 

God, all the time.   

onsider That You Are the Help; 

Consider That You Are the Miracle 

What I’d ask you to consider, just for your 

life, as you approach your life with all of its 

constellation of problems and challenges and 

events and opportunities, to consider that you 

are the help; you are the miracle.  That God 

is part of everything that you say and do and 

that you also have strength beyond your im-

agining.   

Sit with that for a while. 

Amen. 
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