
 

 

Look Beyond the Limits 
By Rev. Dr. Ed Bernald, Board Certified Chaplain 

 

“I have come that you may have life and have it abundantly.” John 10: 10 

 Have you seen this puzzle?   

 • • • 

• • • 

• • • 

 

Connect all nine dots with ONLY four STRAIGHT lines and WITHOUT lifting up your pen or 

pencil.  (Demonstrating on a large pad before the congregation.) 

• • • 

• • • 

• • • 

 

No, that didn’t work.  Let’s try it this way.   (Demonstrating once more on a large pad before the 

congregation.) 

• • • 

• • • 

• • • 

 

Nope.  That’s not the way to do it either.  Let’s undertake a far different approach.   

(Demonstrating once more on a large pad before the congregation.) 

 

• • • 

• • • 

• • • 

 

That’s it.  You need to go outside the limits to solve the puzzle.  You’ve got to look beyond 

perceived limitations to find the solution.  That leads into what I’m going to talk to you about  



 

 

today:  looking beyond the limits.   

 Just when we thought life might return back to “normal” from COVID-19, the world has 

slipped into more craziness.  New strains of COVID.  Mass shootings.  Crime and unchecked 

violence in cities.  Customers killing fast-food workers for not putting enough mayonnaise on 

their order.  Inflation – effecting countless lives of seniors, middle income and lower income 

families.   Ukraine.  I could go on and on and on about circumstances and non-ending turmoil 

that are crazy, horrible, and tragic. 

 When will life get back to normal?  Or if it’s going to be a new normal, what are the best 

strategies to navigate the craziness, stress, and turmoil? 

*** 

 Jesus encountered a man who sought a more normal life.   The Gospel of John indicates 

this man was lying near a pool in a place called Bethesda.   Some scholars translate the Biblical 

text to indicate the man was ill; others translate he was crippled.   For 38 years he delved into a 

worsening condition.  The man came to this place because it was viewed as a miracle-making 

health spa.  From time to time, the pool would erupt, created by what people assumed was an 

angel stirring up the waters.  They thought the first person into the pool after the water erupted 

would be healed.   

 Jesus asks this man, “Do you want to get better?”  The man doesn’t respond, “Yes, yes, 

you bet, absolutely, I’d do anything to lead a normal life, walk around like others, and be 

happy, happy, happy.”   Instead, he moans about all the reasons why he can’t be healed, what’s 

holding him back from finding happiness.   

 Jesus doesn’t buy into the hocus-pocus of the miracle waters.  He tells this man to pick  



 

 

up his bed and walk.  Jesus sounds convincing.  A life-changing shift begins to happen.  The 

man lifts himself off his bed.  His first steps are timid.  He begins to feel stronger.  He bends 

down, picks up his bed, and walks out of the magical health spa. 

 Now here’s the interesting part.  The Bible doesn’t portray this as a miracle.  However, 

the Gospel of John does say Jesus performed two miracles before this incident.   And another 

occurs immediately afterwards.  Yet, the man picking up his bed and walking is not described 

as a miracle.   

Modern-day archeologists have discovered this pool.  It’s not magical, hocus-pocus that 

causes the water to erupt.  Rather, it’s caused by underground fissures beneath the pool.   So, 

what led to this man’s healing? 

*** 

During my third year in seminary, I needed to take a course in United Church of Christ 

(U.C.C.) polity in order to become ordained in the U.C.C.   Rev. Harold Wilke, from the U.C.C. 

national office, taught this required course.  Harold lived boldly.  He was special, unique, and – 

above all – inspiring.  Amazingly inspiring!  You see, Harold had no arms or hands. 

With his two legs, two feet, and ten toes, Harold lived a full life.  He tied a tie around his 

neck with his feet and toes.  He signed letters by holding a pen with his right foot and toes.  He 

drove his car with his left foot manipulating the steering wheel and his right foot working the 

gas and brake pedals.  He took subway coins out of his right shoe and lifted his leg high to put 

coins in the subway turnstile to ride the New York subways.   

Harold shared he could have  gone down the path of woe is me, of seeing himself as 

limited, a victim handicapped with no arms and hands.  But as he put it, you can handicap 



 

 

yourself emotionally or mentally by limiting what you think you can do or accomplish.  You 

limit yourself by adhering to the restrictions society places upon you.  Harold got out of bed 

each morning, took the steps of faith, and looked beyond the limits. 

It is often assumed we see things as they are.  But the reality is we see things as we are.  

Our attitudes, our beliefs, our upbringing shape how we view what’s happening around us and 

what’s transpiring in our lives.  As Harold Wilke suggests our thoughts, beliefs, and attitudes 

can lead us down a path of handicapping ourselves … placing self-imposed limitations of what 

we can do and accomplish.  We cripple ourselves by putting limits on what we feel is possible 

or impossible. 

*** 

The Gospel of John doesn’t tell us much about the man that Jesus encountered by the 

pool in Bethesda.  It doesn’t describe what caused his health issue  or what happened during 

the past 38 years of his life.  All we are told is that he felt like a victim and clung to a woe is me 

attitude.  The man described himself as alone and helpless to Jesus. 

Nevertheless, somehow each day he got dressed, fed himself, and arrived at the pool.  

He made his way to the bathroom.  So in essence whichever Biblical translation you prefer, in 

reality this man was ill or crippled in spirit.  His self-imposed perceptions convinced him that 

he was alone,  abandoned, and limited.  Drawing upon the wisdom of Harold Wilke, the man 

disabled himself with his mental and emotional outlook. 

Social scientists might describe this man as having a frozen narrative.  Have you ever 

met someone who tells you in a bunch of different ways their story of woe and misfortune?  

They go on and on telling you all their problems, all their issues, and why things will not and 



 

 

cannot change – and, if anything, only go from very, very bad to really, really worse.  That’s a 

frozen narrative. 

 Jesus added a new plot line to this man’s frozen narrative.  He opened up a new story 

for him.  Jesus enabled him to look beyond his woe is me attitude … enabling this man to move 

forward, to pick up his bed and walk into a more abundant life.   

*** 

Jesus states “I have come that you may have life and have it in abundance.”  Through 

his teachings, through his life, and through his resurrection, Jesus offers hope to see beyond 

self-imposed limitations and negative outlooks.   Jesus makes the intangible tangible – about the 

Spirit of life that resides within you and me.    

The apostle Paul who wrote nearly half of the New Testament puts it this way, ‘The 

same power of God that rose Jesus from death is within each of us who believe.’  The presence 

of Christ that moved this man from being crippled in spirit to a new-born person of hope lives 

in each of us.   In the scriptures, Jesus declares we will do and accomplish even greater deeds 

than Jesus did if we look beyond the limits. 

At times, we are all victimized by circumstances.  Life is not always fair.   Bad luck 

happens.  The ill-tidings of rain fall on the good and the bad.  But you and I are not called to 

keep a victim mindset.   The crazy ups and downs of these times are tough enough.  You do not 

have to make them worse by placing self-imposed limitations on yourself. 

Impossible can be separated into two words:  I’m possible.  As you know, ‘I’m’ is a 

contraction for ‘I am.’  Hence, ‘impossible’ can become ‘I am possible.’   The facts of any current 

situation are not written in stone.  The weather changes.  The season changes.  Our bodies  



 

 

change.  And the facts can change.  Impossible can turn into the possible.   

Every moment overflows with opportunity.   Even in the most difficult times, 

opportunities abound to break down barriers and turn the tide into a brighter day.  It’s all in 

how you decide to see your situation.  The fires of faith ignite when you’re willing to look 

beyond the limits of what you think, what you feel and believe is possible or impossible.  

It can start with the tiniest of steps forward of looking beyond the limits to change your 

narrative, to move your story into life-changing tomorrows.  As Walt Disney stated about the 

Disney empire, “Remember, all this began with a mouse.” 

*** 

 I’ll make this more tangible… 

Life dealt Biddy Mason a cruel, harsh, and unforsaken hand at birth.  She was born into 

slavery in pre-civil war Georgia.  At an early age, she was taken from her parents and sold to 

another plantation owner, and later on sold or given to another plantation owner.  She faced 

unwanted, tortuous demands of becoming the plantation owner’s “mistress.”  It is thought all 

three of her children were his… children he was willing to sell to others for profit.   

 Nevertheless, Biddy seized every opportunity to advance herself.  She gained priceless 

agricultural knowledge, livestock care, and medical skills.   She became a much-needed 

midwife and nurse… drawing upon African, Caribbean, and Native American wisdom.   

 When the plantation owner moved and made the 2,000 plus mile journey to Utah, Biddy 

was forced to walk behind the wagons, caring for her children.  Each night, she set up camp.  

She tended to the sick.   Biddy delivered other mother’s babies.    

  Then the plantation owner moved to California.  Biddy walked another 1,000 miles  



 

 

behind his wagons.  But the winds of life changed for Biddy.  California was a “free” state.  

Slavery was outlawed.  Biddy pounced on the opportunity.  She and her children gained their 

freedom.  

 Biddy was more than prepared for this moment.  She didn’t see herself as a victim, 

trapped and stuck by her past.  The wisdom, knowledge, and skills that Biddy gained over a 

lifetime opened new advancements for her.  She worked as a nurse and midwife, delivering 

hundreds of babies.  She worked for one of the most notable physicians in Los Angeles during 

the small-pox epidemic, saving lives.  Ahead of her time, she founded a school, providing 

much-needed choice to educate the city’s underserved children.  Throughout, Biddy saved her 

money and, inch by inch, became a wealthy landowner, entrepreneur, and real estate magnate. 

 Biddy wasn’t finished.  She donated land to begin the First African Methodist Episcopal 

(AME) Church in Los Angeles.  The tenets of AME congregations include education, equality, 

and entrepreneurship guided by the Spirit and Love of Jesus Christ.   Biddy’s legacy continues 

in her beloved AME church.  Biddy was fond of saying, “If you hold your hand closed, nothing 

good can come in.  The open hand is blessed, for it lives in abundance, even as it receives.” 

 Born into slavery, Biddy suffered the unthinkable.  She endured so much.  But Biddy did 

not enslave herself, limit herself by what society wanted to cruelly impose upon her.  Step by 

step, she walked 3,000 miles to her freedom.  With an open hand, open heart, open mind, she 

looked beyond the limited and gained brighter days for herself and family.   She paved better 

tomorrows for all who follow in her footsteps.   

*** 

I want to step back for moment.  If you’re thinking all this sounds inspiring, Ed, but my  



 

 

circumstances are different.  My situation is unlike anything you described.  And what’s this got 

to do with returning things back to normal?” 

Yes, these are very, very strange and really, really difficult times.  In no shape, in no 

form, and in no way am I suggesting or hinting if a tough situation or terrible tragedy has 

befallen you, it’s your fault.   All too sadly, loss, heartbreak, calamity, disaster, bad luck, and 

misfortunate are a part of life.  The dark clouds of anguish, anxiety, sadness, and suffering can 

descend without warming.  We lose a loved one.  Our health nosedives.   Our body aches.  

Frightening medical diagnoses occur.  Our finances can’t keep up.   Days go by when 

everything seems ambiguous, anxious, and tenuous 

 But when there seems to be no way forward, there is a way.  It starts by understanding 

this principle:  faith and fear, hope and despair, inner peace and anxiety all share a common 

thread.  Each asks you to believe in a tomorrow that hasn’t arrived.  Faith, hope, and inner 

peace versus fear, despair, and anxiety.  Each is an attitude and perspective.  They shape how 

you face your tomorrows, which are still waiting to unfold.    

 When we’re willing to look beyond the limits, faith, hope, and inner peace can be ours.  

We do not have to remain in frozen narratives of fear, despair, and anxiety.  We do not have to 

go through life with a victim mentality.    

The driest moments of heartbreak, sorrow, and suffering can overflow once again with 

hope, happiness, and goodness.  The highest mountains of misfortunes and setbacks do not 

have to lead to bitterness and downfall.  The scriptures declare we are not stopping in the valley 

of crazy, out- of-control times.  Our stories do not dead-end in the valley of death.  Christ 

reveals we are walking forward with the Spirit of God.  Inside of us is everything we need for 



 

 

the journey.  We can get up from our beds each morning and walk towards the fullness of life 

God intends for us. 

*** 

 Among the most heart-breaking narratives you hear is when someone faces the prospect 

of going into a nursing home … or when a spouse or family copes with the wrenching decision 

to place a loved one in a long-care facility.  I can remember a business associate sharing with me 

the horrible day her mother moved into a nursing home.  In her words,  “I was driving out of 

the nursing-home’s parking lot and on the hillside was a sign that said, ‘God is Love.’  I burst 

into tears and cried out (excuse the language) where the hell is God’s love in this?”    

 But consider Sal Valastro’s narrative.  Sal was an accomplished architect.  He designed 

notable projects for the Army Corps of Engineers.  He worked on the Verrazano Bridge.  Quite 

the character, he lived life to the fullest and then some. 

When he was well into his eighties, Sal’s wife died and he could no longer care for 

himself.  One of his sons was battling stage four cancer.  The other was raising two young 

children while juggling a new career.  Not wanting to be a burden, Sal placed himself in a 

nursing home.    

Visiting Sal was disheartening and difficult for his family and friends.   Upon entering 

the nursing home, you had to walk past this gauntlet of nursing home residents who were 

wheelchair bound.  Some suffered from dementia.  All seemed to be pleading for someone to 

stop and visit with them.  It was tough to walk past these lonely, incapacitated people. 

It made you wonder what kind of physical shape or mental mindset Sal would be in.  

But when you entered Sal’s small room, you’d find him smiling and often sitting at a desk  



 

 

typing on his type-writer. 

As Sal described living in a nursing home, “I always wanted to be a writer.  Now I have 

the time.  I can sleep as late as I want.  Someone cleans my room and others make my meals.  

I’m a free-bird to write as I please.”     

His closest friend was horrified by Sal residing in a nursing home and puzzled by Sal’s 

upbeat attitude.  Said his startled friend, “Oh my god, he thinks he’s living in a (blankety-blank) 

artist colony.” 

While in the nursing home, Sal wrote a short story about growing up in a strict Italian 

family, the only son of parents who migrated to this country from Italy.  It was entitled, “Wait 

‘Til Your Father Gets Home.”   

Shortly after he turned eight, Sal’s mother got upset with him and said, “Wait ‘til your 

father gets home.  I’m going to tell him what you did.”  Sal’s mother didn’t explain what he did.  

So all day long Sal anxiously wonders what got his mother so upset.  He’s even more anxious 

about how his father will punish him. 

Finally, the dreaded moment arrives.  His father gets home and immediately Sal sees his 

mother whispering in his father’s ear.  Soon, his father takes off his belt.  A young Italian son 

knows what that means.  But when his father removes the belt, his pants fall down.  His mother 

laughs.  His father bursts into laughter.  Sal joins in laughing.  The anxiety and fear are gone.  

And Sal never finds out what he did that was so wrong. 

*** 

The hand we are dealt in life is the hand we’ve got, the one we get to deal with.  But like 

the young Sal, we find what we fear might not transpire.  Like the elderly Sal, it is our 



 

 

perception of our circumstances that can lead us forward or hold us back in dealing with the 

hand we’re dealt.   

A new normal will continue to evolve around us, sometimes effecting us with ups and 

downs, with unwanted ambiguities, and with unforeseen turmoil and suffering.  Still, we are 

not powerless.  The spirit of the resurrected Christ resides in us.  Jesus declared we are not 

prisoners of our circumstances.  We are not enslaved into despair.  We are not captives of 

negative labels others or society puts upon us.   Jesus reveals we might have fullness of life and 

have it abundantly.   

Have you seen this puzzle before? 

• • • 

• • • 

• • • 

 

When you look beyond the limits, it becomes solvable. 

 

 

 

 

• • • 

• • • 

• • • 

 

 

 

More to the point, when you look past self-imposed boundaries, you will find the Spirit of 

Christ within yourself to make your way through all that takes place.  You will be empowered 

with opportunities, peace, and strength.  With faith and hope, you can pick up your bed, 

address your troubles, and step into the overflowing blessings of an abundant life.   It is Christ’s 

promise to you now and forever.   Amen.   


