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“Not All Heroes Wear Capes” 

Text: Luke 5:17-26 
 
French geophysicist Xavier Le Pichon may not be a household name, but you are likely aware of 
his work.  He is one of the pioneers in the field of plate tectonics.  At the age of 29, using early 
computer technology, he was able to show that Hawaii was getting closer to Tokyo at a rate of 
eight centimeters per year.  His work showed that the earth is not fixed, but constantly moving, 
often at such a slow rate it is unrecognizable. 
 
His findings were published and well received, making him a leader in this field.  He became the 
head of the marine geology department and received many honors for his groundbreaking work.  
At the height of it all, he walked away from it all.  He felt like something was missing in his life.  
He left it all behind to work with Mother Teresa in Calcutta where he cared for the dying.  He 
has returned to his work in plate tectonics, but he is also known today for his work among the 
dying and suffering. 
 
Le Pichon has written a provocative paper which I first learned about from the NPR program, 
“On Being” with Krista Tippett.  He writes about human caring and the ways in which our 
fundamental meaning is found in caring for others.  He says that such caring is a part of what it 
means to be fully human. 
 
To illustrate this, he shares the findings from an anthropologist who uncovered a burial site in 
modern day Iraq.  Among the skeletons found there were the bones of a 40 year old Neanderthal 
man.  The man was so severely handicapped that he couldn’t have lived without the support of 
the community.  These were migratory people, often traveling 5 to 10 miles each day. 
 
This man was so severely injured that there is no way he could have cared for himself, much less 
hunted or gathered.  The man who discovered the burial site wrote that the fact that this man had 
“survived for years after his trauma was a testament to Neanderthal compassion and humanity.” 
 
Fellow scientists discounted his finding.  But subsequent burial sites have uncovered similar 
accounts.  This compassion was not an exception, but a general way of living together.  For 
nomadic groups it meant that their travels might be slower, the burden of caring for and carrying 
one who could not care for his or herself created some challenges.  But these were challenges the 
community graciously accepted.  Their destinies were intertwined. 
 
We could spend our time this morning talking about the benefits of such compassionate care.  
We might use the old phrase, “there but by the grace of God go I.”  Even the healthiest among us 
is not guaranteed that we won’t need the care of others at some point in our lives.  We might 



recognize in a society dedicated to the care of the vulnerable among us offers a bit of hope that if 
we are ever in such need, we too would find that care.  These and other factors might lead us to 
care for those in need.  These might motivate us to care for one another with such kindness.  But, 
beneath it all, is the hope that we would treat one another in this way simply because it is the 
right thing to do.  To care for someone is to be fully human. 
 
That is what makes today’s gospel reading so meaningful.  It begins by saying that Jesus was 
teaching.  Word had spread so that leaders from many different villages have gathered to hear 
him.  One can imagine that the crowds continued to increase so that the home was overflowing.  
People were looking in through the windows, listening from among the crowds.  They were 
hanging onto every word, listening intently as Jesus spoke. 
 
But there are others who have come to this home.  Jesus is gaining a reputation as a healer.  Just 
prior to this reading is a story about healing a leper.  And even though the leper was asked not to 
tell anyone what had happened, you can imagine the conversations when this man with leprosy 
showed up among his friends and family and told them that he had been healed.  Word was 
spreading that Jesus was a healer. 
 
When news spread that he was teaching in a home, others showed up as well.  Among those, 
according to Luke, were a group that arrived carrying a man who was paralyzed.  They carried 
this man in the hopes that he might be healed.  The man was paralyzed and could not have made 
the journey himself.  First and foremost, this speaks of the power of friendship.  These friends 
cared so much for this man that they volunteered to carry him to Jesus in the possibility he might 
be healed.   
 
We aren’t told how long their journey was, but whether it was across town or from a distant 
location, you can imagine that they have sacrificed their time to bring this man to Jesus.  And it 
is possible that , along the way they have questioned whether they should continue.  They might 
have questioned whether this would even work. 
 
Isn’t that true of any endeavor.  At some point, we question whether this is really worth it.  Will 
it make a difference?  For caregivers, there is often that moment where we wonder whether we 
can keep going.   
 
These friends might have questioned along the way whether it was worth their time to keep 
going.  But this was important.  Important enough that they kept walking.  If any one of them 
gave up, the man would not make it to Jesus. 
 
And when they arrive at the home where Jesus is speaking and encounter another obstacle.  The 
house is filled.  The outside is crowded.  There is no way to get their friend into the house to see 
Jesus.  It seems futile.  Again, at this point they might have given up.  They might have said to 
their friend, “We did the best we could.”  But they would not be deterred.  They had come too far 
to turn back. 
 
If they couldn’t get their friend through the door, they climbed onto the roof to make a hole in 
the home.  What audacity!  This isn’t their home.  How dare they make a hole in the roof.  They 



begin chipping away at the roof, which could not have been ignored by those inside the home.  
But they kept going.  It wasn’t enough to make a hole, they had to make a big hole, large enough 
so they could lower their friend down to where Jesus was teaching---which is exactly what they 
did.  They lowered him down where Jesus was teaching.  And they weren’t about to bring him 
back up until Jesus did something about it. 
 
The most important phrase in this story is not found in the words that Jesus spoke.  The most 
important phrase in this reading is when it says, “Jesus saw their faith.”  It wasn’t the man’s 
faith.  It was the act of compassion and kindness, the determination of these caring people.  That 
is what moved Jesus.  I imagine him looking up through that hole in the ceiling and seeing those 
kind eyes staring back at him.  
 
Such acts of kindness and compassion are always moving.  And we see it all the time.  There is 
an old story that I clipped from the newspaper years ago.  It was written by a nurse at a nursing 
home about a man who showed up every day to visit his wife with Alzheimer’s.  He would sit 
with her and talk to her even though she had no recollection of who this kind man was that kept 
showing up each day to feed her.  The nurse mentioned that before entering the nursing home, 
the hold man would look into the rear view mirror, straighten his tie and comb his hair so that he 
looked nice for his wife.  She wouldn’t recognize him, but as an act of love, he wanted to look 
his best for her. 
 
To the caregivers among us…I want you to know how much your kindness is appreciated.  
Caregiving is hard work, emotionally, physically and spiritually.  There are times you go to bed 
exhausted and wake up exhausted.  There are times when you wonder where you will find the 
strength to keep going.  But you do.  Like those travelers carrying their friend to the place where 
Jesus was teaching, you manage to dig deep to find renewed strength and keep moving forward.  
There are no awards handed out, no special recognitions for “caregiver of the year.”  You do 
what you do because you care.  Your actions are heroic.  But rarely do heroes wear capes.  Most 
of the time, they walk around disguised like everyday people.  They are here among us. 
 
I also think about the good folks who do our funeral dinners.  What a blessing that ministry is.  
They reach out when people are grieving, acknowledging that this is not a time to be alone.  If 
for only a brief time, these good folks create an opportunity when families to be together to find 
that healing they need.  Their caring ministry is greatly appreciated. 
 
From early humans to modern humans, one of the things that sets us apart is the ability to care, 
the willingness to sacrifice for another, the empathy to recognize another’s need and respond in 
love.  We see it in parents caring for sick children.  We see it in spouses caring for their partner.  
Friends reaching out to help those around them.  And even strangers who quietly lend their time 
and energy to help others.  They care for the sick, the grieving, the addicted, the hurting.  Your 
kindness inspires us and brings out the best in us, as individuals and as a community.  Your 
kindness makes us a better people.  It reminds us of what it means to be human.  To all the 
caregivers among us…thank you for what you do.  To all who are weary…may God give you 
strength.  To all who wonder how they will keep going…may God surround you with a 
community of care.  To all who invest their time and energy…may God’s love fill your heart.  
And in those difficult moments…may God surround you with peace. 


