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You can picture the scene: Jesus approaches a pool outside of a gate in Jerusalem, a traditional spot for healing. 
But this was no calming, spa-like Turkish bath. It was a place of desperation. Filled with the poor and 
marginalized, the pitied and the hopeless. The pool was filthy and smelly, overcrowded with the destitute and 
infirm, the crippled and lame, the blind and the paralyzed. People were moaning and crying out; some in pain, 
some who had lost their minds. 
 
In a sense this was a hospital of last resort. Medical care, such as it was, was often rooted in magic or the 
conjuring up of divine intervention. There was a legend at this particular pool that at certain times and seasons, 
an angel entered the pool to stir up the waters, and the first person who entered the pool would be cured. You 
can imagine the subsequent rush of desperation. 
 
It is into this scene that Jesus very intentionally steps upon his arrival in Jerusalem. He doesn’t make a bee line 
to the Temple, the seat of religious power and authority. He first goes to the great city’s center of weakness and 
vulnerability.  
 
And as he walks toward the pool, he approaches a man lying on the ground. Someone he knows has been there 
a long time; someone who has given up; someone who has lost hope. Jesus asks him, “Do you want to be made 
well?”  
 
And the man never actually answers the question. It’s pretty simple really and the answer seems obvious. If you 
had strep throat or a broken leg and someone asked, “Do you want to be made well?” you’d likely answer, “Of 
course I do.” Instead, the man starts explaining why he can’t get into the pool: there’s no one to put me in, 
people keep pushing ahead of me. He has given up. And it’s understandable. 38 years is a long time, a lifetime 
really, to be ignored or vilified or pitied or used as a stepping stone. At a certain point you just fade into the 
background and become invisible to those who pass by; you become part of the landscape of misery. 
 
In the past, the man has certainly tried to take advantage of the pool’s healing properties. But when he sought to 
enter the water, he tells Jesus, “Someone else steps down ahead of me.” His entire existence has been one of 
people stepping down ahead of him. 
 
This morning, I want to reflect upon the ways in which we, either intentionally or not, elbow others out of the 
way. The ways in which we step down ahead of others. Because we do this all the time by virtue of our wealth 
and privilege. And Exhibit A, in my mind, is the recent college admissions scandal. You’ve likely heard about 
this — it’s been all over the news of late. Celebrities and other wealthy parents using money and influence to 
buy their kid’s way into the college of their choice. 
 
I have a good friend in town who has a graduating high school senior this year. His son’s going to a great school 
next fall, a competitive college, a place you’d be proud to share if the topic came up at a cocktail party, an 
institution that would reflect well upon any parent who mentioned it on Facebook. His son is smart and well-
rounded; he’s worked hard and gotten good grades and been involved with all sorts of extracurricular activities 
at the private school he attends.  
 
But this scandal made my friend rather reflective about the whole process. While he didn’t do anything illegal 
— his son actually took his own SATs and no money was exchanged with any college coaches — he became 
very aware of the advantages his son did have. Ones that were available to him because he comes from a family 



 

 

of means. He attended a pricey, highly regarded prep school with top teachers and the best facilities money 
could buy. There were expensive tutors and SAT prep classes and a devoted guidance counselor who took a 
vested interest in his future. My friend wasn’t apologizing for any of this; he and his wife did what they felt was 
best to set their son up for success. 
 
But the unfolding scandal gave him pause, and made him suddenly aware of the built-in advantages in the 
system for a white, wealthy, child of privilege, even without crossing any legal lines. It took others getting 
caught crossing that line for him to see that there even was a line. And I appreciate his introspection and 
increased awareness of the inequalities of the system. People often joke about donating a library to increase 
their child’s chances of getting into an Ivy League school. And for most of us, that’s not an option. But there are 
much more subtle ways to tip the scales, to “step down ahead” of others.  
 
You know, I also have friends who weren’t particularly bothered by the whole scandal. One father I know, who 
has a junior at Hingham High this year, has engaged a high-priced college consultant to help his kid, and their 
family, navigate the admissions process. There’s help writing the application essay and deciding which sports 
and activities and travel experiences will catch the eye of the admissions team. If he had the money to donate a 
library, he probably would. In his view, you use everything in your power to help your child advance. He’s 
worked hard, he’s earned a lot of money. And he would claim that gaming the system to the best of his ability is 
his way of showing love. 
 
But what about the children that get elbowed aside in the process? What about those smart kids who don’t start 
with any of these advantages? Do we just sit back and allow others to step down ahead of them? As Christians, 
we can’t just ignore this inequality without naming it and addressing it. And the first step is acknowledging it. 
 
Both of my friends are good people. In many ways, we are these people. Of course, we want the very best for 
our children, but do we pursue that at all costs and at the expense of those without all the built-in advantages 
that money can buy? It seems that we also have a responsibility to level the playing field. Or at least not to bully 
our way past the equally deserving.  
 
Rick Singer, the mastermind behind the scandal, often spoke about creating a “side door” to help parents get 
their kids into elite colleges. The front door was the one for people who got in on their own merit. But the side 
door was the one that, for a hefty fee and a series of bribes, would guarantee admission, whether or not the 
applicant was qualified. We can start by shunning the side door. Or helping to nail it shut. But even the front 
door isn’t as accessible as it’s often portrayed. On top of the built-in advantages, colleges prefer students who 
can pay the full tuition. Many qualified students of color, studies have shown, don’t even bother applying to the 
most competitive schools because they know they can’t afford to attend. 
 
The moral and ethical waters here are as murky as that pool outside the gate in Jerusalem. The system, whether 
it’s the college admissions process or the process of seeking a cure in an ancient pool, favors some and leaves 
others aside. We may be the ones it favors. And we can either accept this and enjoy all the benefits and ignore 
the spiritual consequences, or we can work to change the system.  
 
In the end, Jesus tells this man to pick up his mat and walk. He is subverting the system. He is communicating 
by his actions that the system is full of inequities. And we need to think about ways to do the same. That’s the 
only possible authentically Christian response.  
 


