“From the Other Side of the Stretcher – A Relevant Faith”

March 23, 2025 3rd Sunday in Lent 

Texts: Matthew 6, Philippians 4:4-7
Reed Baer West Parish of Barnstable


I had seen stretchers from just about every possible angle. I had stood by stretchers in the emergency room over at Cape Cod Hospital and down at the Falmouth Hospital as well, as folk from West Parish have waited to receive care for a variety of ailments and injuries, from heart issues to broken bones, from particularly savage attacks of the flu to injuries consequent to motor vehicle accidents. I had stood at bedside up in the Intensive Care Unit as church members recovered from major surgery, sat alongside stretchers in Ayling Wing, on floors in Main and South and even the beautiful Mugar Building, as members of the congregation struggled to recover from hip and knee replacements, from leukemia and lymphoma. 


I had seen stretchers from just about every possible angle. And then I found myself on one, in the back of a West Barnstable Fire Department ambulance, racing to the hospital. It was an unaccustomed view, and an unwelcome one as well.  How, I wondered to myself, had it come to this?


Only minutes before I had been attending the final session of the adult Christian Education series “A Relevant Faith”, led by the late Rev. Paul Clayton, and attended over the previous weeks by many members of the congregation. When the session ended I pulled Paul aside to compliment him on the series, to ask him how he thought it went, and to thank him for his teaching. When we were done, Paul looked at me and said that there was something wrong with my smile. I found a mirror and yes, he was right, there was something wrong with my smile – perhaps I had taken too many Tylenol for the earache which I had seemed to have picked up from my sniffling children the day before. Thinking this was something to keep an eye on, I headed home – only to be surprised to find, when I glanced in the rear-view mirror, that I could no longer blink my right eye. 


Now I was worried. My “deficits”, as the staff at the hospital would later call these losses of function, were increasing – I was losing one side of my face. I am not a doctor, and no, I don’t even play one on T.V., but I knew enough to know that stroke and brain tumor were real possibilities. And I also knew that I had no business putting others in danger by being on the road for any longer than necessary. I drove straight back here, where, to my immense relief, I found a member of the congregation, Roger Henson, a retired fire captain. In this time of extreme anxiety and possibly dire medical need, Roger was a rock, a calming, assured, professional and compassionate presence. Sitting me down, he gave me a quick evaluation, opined that this was likely no more than Bell’s Palsy (whatever that was), and assured me that the right thing to do was to get me to the hospital right away. 


Hence the new view of stretchers, this time as an occupant. And while the E.M.T.s were just terrific, professional, courteous, skilled, I have to say that it was Roger’s steadiness and care that calmed me down, eased my racing heartbeats, brought a measure of peace over and above the wailing of the siren and the speeding of my runaway thoughts and fears.


While the staff at the E.R. were terrific, I had a lot of time to think, a lot of time to worry, before Christie arrived to lend her support. You know about these thoughts, you know about these worries, those of you have been on that stretcher, those of you who have been with loved ones in the E.R. or a hospital room or a doctor’s office awaiting test results. What if this is the worst, what if this is the beginning of the end, what will it mean for my wife and the children?  How will they get by? What will the future be like for them? And for me, can there be treatment, and what will it involve, and will it work? And beyond all that (and yes, I know this is going to sound a bit crazy), what about West Parish and our ministry together there? 


And yet even as all those worries and concerns raced through my head, part of my mind reached back to that morning’s 9:00 worship service in the Guild Room, and the two readings we had heard and meditated on. The first reading was from Matthew 6: “Do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing?” And the second reading had been from Paul’s Letter to the Philippians, Chapter 4: “The Lord is near. Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”

And as for my health, my as yet uncertain diagnosis, and what that would all mean for my family – how was my worrying changing all that in the least?  Could I not, remembering Paul’s words to the Philippians, just make my requests be known to God, with prayers and thanksgiving? 
And so I did, resolving, not for all time, not for all day, not even for all afternoon, but for then, in that moment, to just take a deep breath, to look around, and to give thanks for all the people working in that E.R. to heal and comfort all those patients; and to give thanks for those E.M.T.s, and for Roger Henson, and for West Parish, and for my family. Not for all time, not for all day, not even for all afternoon, but for that chosen time. And a peace beyond all human understanding grounded me, steadied me, buoyed me up for the challenges ahead.

I finally was freed to get up off that stretcher, to return to my family and our home and eventually here to work, and to wait for the slow process of healing to take place. I would be lying if I told you that I was never discouraged, that I never doubted that I would have a recovery, that my cheerfulness had been anything more than a façade at times. I would go to the supermarket and get strange looks from the check-out person, people on the street either averted their eyes or peered curiously. But then I would come here, and you didn’t  pretend that everything was alright, but you don’t react badly. You cared enough to send me home to get rest; you picked up the ball by arranging guest preachers and helping out with leading worship; you gave me honest feedback on my speech and how I looked; you sent me cards and held me in your prayers; you reassured me that I would get well, just as you, in your time, have healed in your own right.

My friends, do you see the common thread that has run through this entire sermon, indeed, a thread that has run through my life these past years? The adult  \education series that was wrapping up the day I fell ill was titled “A Relevant Faith”, and it aimed to answer the question, “How can the Bible – and faith – be useful in the challenges of life?” As I look back on the past years, it is hard for me to imagine life without the gift of a relevant faith. 

In my time of need, there was a church member incarnating the love of Jesus Christ by coming to my rescue in a way that was not only professional but also compassionate and caring, that evinced as much a concern for my dignity as for my physical well-being. 

In my dark night of fear and anxiety, there was the Word of God, handed down to us through the Bible and interpreted through the lens of the gathered community at that worship service, ready to comfort and reassure and guide me, offering a way from confusion and fear towards a peace beyond understanding. 

In the long days and weeks of recovery which followed, there was a community of faith which, through its faith, upheld me and strengthened me when my faith faltered, when I was discouraged, reminding me of the power of prayer and the goodness and power of our great physician, Jesus Christ.

The thing is, this same gift of a relevant faith steadied me as I recovered from my near death experience some five years ago, that time my heart just decided to stop beating. And this gift of a relevant faith has stood fast by me as I have come to grips with my cancer diagnosis and embarked on what we all hope will be a treatment path to a cure.  

 To close: what is a relevant faith? A relevant faith is a faith in action, a faith that moves us to compassionately stand with one another in time of need; a relevant faith is the Word of God passed down through Scripture, interpreted and mediated by the community of faith, impressed on our minds and in our souls through worship and study; a relevant faith is the people of God upholding one another with their strength at those times when an individual is at their most vulnerable. What is a relevant faith? It is, above all, a gift, the peace which God has given us in Christ Jesus, a peace which enables us to live in a world of change, of sorrow, of struggle and challenge, with confidence, with hope, and even with joy – from whatever side of the stretcher we find ourselves on. Amen, and alleluia!
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