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Dick Foth
Hello! It is wonderful to be back at National Community Church and to worship with you and see what’s been happening. I get to be here the next two weekends. I’m just giving you warning so you can bail and go to some game or something next week if you want. And I want to, in these two weekends, tell you two stories, one this weekend and one next weekend. The thought behind that, the theme, God at work. God is always at work. He is at work individually. He is at work corporately. He is at work in lots of ways. We see that in Scripture and we see it in our lives. But there are some moments in time that shape up. There are some moments in time that are seared into our hearts and our minds and that moment becomes a lens through which we see the world and ourselves for the rest of our lives.
For me, I have a number of lenses like that, some as a little kid with missionary parents in India and having malaria and being healed in that situation. That was a moment in time for me. There are lots of other things and lots of stories and lots of anecdotes and incidents that are found in the gospels.

Mark the second chapter, the first 12 verses. This is a tremendous story. I love this story.

A few days later, when Jesus again entered Capernaum, the people heard that he had come home. 2 They gathered in such large numbers that there was no room left, not even outside the door, and he preached the word to them. 3 Some men came, bringing to him a paralyzed man, carried by four of them. 4 Since they could not get him to Jesus because of the crowd, they made an opening in the roof above Jesus by digging through it and then lowered the mat the man was lying on. 5 When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralyzed man, “Son, your sins are forgiven.”

6 Now some teachers of the law were sitting there, thinking to themselves, 7 “Why does this fellow talk like that? He’s blaspheming! Who can forgive sins but God alone?”

8 Immediately Jesus knew in his spirit that this was what they were thinking in their hearts, and he said to them, “Why are you thinking these things? 9 Which is easier: to say to this paralyzed man, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up, take your mat and walk’? 10 But I want you to know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins.” So he said to the man, 11 “I tell you, get up, take your mat and go home.” 12 He got up, took his mat and walked out in full view of them all. This amazed everyone and they praised God, saying, “We have never seen anything like this!”
I love this story! Here is Jesus in this crowded Palestinian home, people crammed in and hanging through the windows and jammed in the door trying to hear Him and see what’s going on and all of a sudden, dirt starts falling on their head. This is a flat roof where you plant rutabaga or something up on the top and they are clawing it away and you can see the dust coming through the rafters and all of a sudden, shafts of light come in and the dust motes are flying around and here comes this guy lower down and Jesus looks at him and says, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ and they have this little exchange, is it easier to say your sins are forgiven or get up and take your mat and walk? One is forever and the other is temporary but the fact is that He can do both. And they are all signposts, wonders that show what the kingdom of God looks like. The kingdom of God looks like wholeness. The kingdom of God looks like health. The kingdom of God looks like the pieces being in the right place. The kingdom of God has this tactile quality to it that is powerful. That’s the understatement of the century but that’s the best I can do! 

Such a moment happened to Ruth and me on Wednesday May 22. Wednesday May 22 in Estes Park, Colorado, which is at 8,000 feet. We were there with nine friends representing five couples with whom Ruth and I had for the last 20 years. We would meet two or three days out of the year and these couples are about 20 years younger than we are. When we started doing this, I was 50, so they were young but now they are old too. We were there with these nine friends and that moment was characterized by my shout. This was a reflexive response to what happened. I just grabbed Ruth and said, ‘Ruthie, don’t leave me!’ What had happened was during the course of our being together, we would go around the circle and share what’s been happening in the last year. That morning, the wife of one of these gentlemen, a wonderful lady, shared that both of her parents had died this past year and that morning she had found out that her sister had a return of cancer. So she was somewhat distraught and so she asked that folks pray, and they did, because that’s what friends who lower other friends through the roof so they can be made whole do. Ruth is quiet. I’m the person with the mouth. You’ve heard me say this before. I find out what I’m thinking even as I speak! Sometimes I’m speaking to you guys and it’s not in my notes and I say, oh that’s good, let’s write that down! But this particular morning, she said to this woman, ‘I feel like I’m supposed to share this poem with you.’  It is a favorite of hers by Grace Noel Crowell. She said, ‘I don’t know if I can say it all because my heart is beating so hard but this is the poem and it is called For the One Who was Tired.
Dear Child, God does not say today, "Be strong."
He knows your strength is spent, He knows how long
The road has been, how weary you have grown,
For He who walked the earthly roads along
Each boggy lowland and each rugged hill,
Can understand, and so He says, "Be still,
And know that I AM GOD." The hour is late
And you must rest awhile, and you must wait
Until life's empty reservoirs fill up,
As slow rain fills an empty upturned cup,
Hold up your cup, dear child, for God to fill;
He only asks today that you be still.

She quoted all of that and then slid back beside me on the loveseat and I heard her gasp and she slumped to her left and I turned to look and grabbed her and turned her toward me and when I turned her toward me, I was looking into the face of death. Her eyes were open, her pupils were dilated and she was gone, clinically dead according to the doctors. Life is about relationship. Life is about how I connect to God and how I connect to you. And when I saw her face, I knew immediately what had happened. This is what doctors call sudden cardiac death. Your heart has three parts, the plumbing which are the arteries; the mechanics, which are the muscles and the valves; and it has the electrical system and for some reason that electrical system shuts down or shorts out, it causes the bottom of the heart, to quiver. It is called fibrillation. When it starts doing that, it ceases to pump. And the first place that loses blood significantly because the brain takes a massive amount of blood is the cortex of the human brain, the place where your memory is, where your speech is, where your motor control is, where all those things are, it comes out of the cortex of the brain and brain cells in an older person start dying within one to two minutes and in a younger person maybe three to four minutes. My visceral response to this closest of all relationships was Ruthie don’t leave me. Then I started to weep and to pray and I said call 911! And they called 911 and everybody was praying and it was God at work. God shows up in ways and places that we don’t fully understand. Not always in the same way and not always to our liking, but God was at work that day in ways that were observable. 
The next minutes are a blur but within minutes, a young police officer, a rookie cop, came running in and dropped to his knees because they had told us to put Ruth on the floor. There was no pulse and no heartbeat and he started chest compressions. You could hear her ribs crack and for those of you who don’t know, if you don’t crack ribs, you’re not doing it right. That’s what they told us.  Then within minutes, the EMS were there and when they came in, they cut all her clothes off and circled around her. I couldn’t see her except for her feet and they started slapping things on and giving her IVs. So there was still electricity in her body. Her heart wasn’t pumping but they could tell when they slapped the patches on her for the defibrillator so they shocked her once and nothing. They kept doing chest compressions and all this and they put a machine on her called an autopulse which compresses the whole thoracic cavity at 80 compressions a minute, so it was going bam bam bam bam like that. They said clear and they shocked her again. And I was sitting over on the side, in shock, just stunned and weeping. A friend was sitting with me and they shocked her the third time and I heard somebody say, ‘We have a pulse!’ They gave her something to stabilize the heart and they gave her epinephrine and they gave her four degree Celsius saline solution to cool the blood because they’ve found that if you shock the heart to start it and warm blood goes back in, that causes more brain death, whereas if you cool the blood, there is less need for oxygen in the brain. This is just in the last 7 to 10 years they’ve discovered that. 

It was God at work in those people with their professional skill. Later when we went back to see the first responders, they said, ‘We practice this every Friday, the whole team practices this every Friday.’ 

They kept working with her for 25 minutes and then they took her to the hospital, which was just a half mile away, and part of the miracle was, we are in a mountain town, 88,000 feet in the Rockies and we were half a mile from a police station and half a mile from the hospital. The male nurse on the helicopter is part of the congregation that we are a part of in Fort Collins, Colorado. Ruth is not very strong on flying. After she woke up, I said, ‘I’ve got something bad to tell you, you flew on a helicopter, not only that, you flew on a helicopter naked!’ No, I didn’t tell her that but somebody else did!   

When we got there, friends were there, other people who held the ropes, other people who engaged because God was at work. The prayer call went out around the country. It came here. Many of you prayed. It went around the world. Erica put a candle on her facebook profile because when we get prayer requests at our house, we light a big candle on the countertop to remind us to pray. And all of a sudden, 100s of people were putting candles on their facebook. One of their college friends who lives in Virginia Beach, from Bethany College days, she stayed up for two nights praying all night. In the middle of the second night, she said phooey on this candle business and went out and built a bonfire on the beach at Virginia Beach and took a picture of it and put it on facebook, just as a sign saying we are counting on God showing up big time here. We don’t know what that looks like or what it means but that’s how it is. 

For 40 hours, her life was in the balance. And the cardiologist called us in and said, ‘We’ve checked her arteries and they are fine but here’s the deal, we have a 72 hour window. We are dropping her body temperature to 92 degrees for 24 hours and then we will warm her back up half a degree an hour over 12 hours. That will be the first point and then we’ll cut back the sedation. That will be the first point at which if we are able to assess anything, we will be able to know. She might wake up, or she might wake up with brain damage or she might never wake up. And you prayed. You held the ropes. You were God at work in our lives by long distance. 
So there she was hooked up to all this stuff and I was sleeping in Ruth’s room, trying to sleep. I hadn’t slept for 36 hours and I would just spontaneously start weeping. I tell people I have never been that scared. I’ve never cried that much and I’ve never trusted more than in those two days. At 2:00 in the morning, Mark and Janine Powers were part of the group that was in the room, Janine volunteered to stay up that night and I was trying to sleep and at 2:00 that second morning, she shook me awake when they were warming her up. The night before, a doctor making his rounds, a fellow by the name of Dr. Thomas Matthew, whose father was the first black neurosurgeon trained in the United States, was trained at Harvard, his son Thomas is a Harvard and Columbia Medical School graduate. So he is a smart dude! He was doing his rounds and came into the ICU with all the bank of machines and people coming and going and he said to me, ‘Dick, I have a sense this is going to be ok, but why don’t we pray.’ And he put his hand on Ruth, who was in this induced coma, paralyzed, and he, in a loud voice, started praying, ‘Lord God Almighty, I pray that you will heal Ruth from the top of her head to the toes of her feet.’ And God was at work! And our daughters who had flown in from the west coast said, ‘We can sure tell we are not in California!’ You just don’t do that in California. Later on, we had a chance to go back and take that doctor to lunch and say, ‘You were the voice of God in the middle of the night.’ Our kids had flown in and we gathered around and we sang in the night, sang hymns and gospel songs and songs she had known as a little girl. She couldn’t hear us, maybe. Next week, I’ll talk to you about why I think that the Spirit of God is deeper than the cortex of the brain. But we sang to her and later on Facebook, a couple days later, I recounted what had happened and mentioned the singing and somebody, I don’t know how this person knew, this lady wrote on our Facebook, I was apparently in the room next to you in ICU three nights ago because in the middle of the night, there was this most beautiful singing. 

Some of you know Otter box, anybody have Otter box covers on your phones? One of the owners, the wife came in and said, ‘What can I do?’ and I said, ‘Why don’t you read Scripture,’ and she was reading from the Psalms off of her phone over Ruth. Then Ruth’s sister Mary flew in and during the night, she would get down close to her and she would recite the full names of all eleven grandchildren and say, ‘You are coming back for the grandkids, Ruth.’ She would say all their names over and over again. 

The grandkids had questions. They said, ‘If Grandma wakes up, will she remember our names and will she still make big round pancakes for us?’  These are the critical questions when you are in ICU! 

It was the second night, the 24 hour period of being at 92 degrees was over and they started warming her up half a degree at a time. I was trying to sleep at the head of her bed and at 2:00 the next morning, they shook me awake and said Ruth was waking up. She was 10 hours into the warming up period, so we were 34 hours in. They have a series of tests they run. And the male nurse said there are nine nerves, cranial nerves, that connect to parts of the body and they show some part of the brain function. So we asked questions. He had cut back on the sedation two hours before and he said, ‘Ruth open your eyes,’ and she slowly opened her eyes.’ He said, ‘Look at me,’ and she looked at him, and he said, ‘Squeeze my hand,’ and she squeezed his hand. He said, ‘Wiggle your toes,’ and she wiggled her toes. He said, ‘Wiggle the toes on your right foot,’ and she wiggled the toes on her right foot.’ He said, ‘Shrug your shoulders,’ and she did. He said, ‘Give me a smile,’ and of course she is intubated, but she smiled. He said, ‘Give me two thumbs up,’ and she did, and I lost it.  I was weeping and thanking Jesus and thanking the doctor and from that point on, she started coming out and getting better. She was in the hospital 11 days. The doctors called it a miracle. They were using miracle language like a guy let down through the roof and Jesus says, ‘Why don’t you roll up your mat and go home.’ And that’s the kind of language that was being used. 

I’m glad we didn’t know the odds. 88 percent of people who have sudden cardiac death are at home alone when they die and somebody comes home and finds them dead. Of the other 12 percent, 1 in 20 walks out of the hospital. And a lesser number than that walk out without brain damage. Ruth is here this weekend and she is standing tall and her brain is 100 percent. Her energy is not quite there yet so she can tell me what to do but she can’t quite make me do it! And you prayed and it was God at work.
That Friday, the 24th of May, when I went to bed in her room, I posted on Facebook, I’m not a huge Facebook guy but I posted on Facebook and said I’m going to bed tonight across the room of my wife of 49 years and she was dead and now she is alive. We have a friend in Oregon who calls her Laza-Ruth! And I posted that I don’t have this huge following on Facebook but I got 369 messages and 3,212 likes and 73, 388 people saw it. It went around the world because God was at work and you prayed and you held the ropes and you peeled back the roof and thousands like you around the world did that.

It took time to recover. For every day you are in the hospital, it’s like a week in recovery to get your muscular strength back and your memory and all that. Her hand eye coordination wasn’t great but for those next few days, we were watching her like you watch a newborn. Oh, look what she did! So she would reach for something and couldn’t quite get it. So she was eating a dinner roll sitting up in a chair and she picked up the dinner roll and gets it toward her mouth and hits her chin and drops it in her lap. She looked down and said, ‘You old fumble fingers,’ and then she looked at us and grinned and said, ‘But I did just come back from the dead!’  

Miracles in Scripture almost always have a ‘who’ connected to them. Either friends bring them, like in Acts 3 where friends carried the man at the gate Beautiful and he was healed. Or in John 9 where Jesus heals the man and puts mud balls in his eyes and He says, ‘Go and wash that out.’ There is a ‘who’ connected with it. Laman, who has leprosy in the Old Testament, He said, ‘Go and dip seven times in the river.’ There is a ‘who’ connected to it. I understand that there is a ‘who’ connected to miracles. I don’t always understand the why. I don’t have an answer for why it works here but it didn’t happen for her younger sister 16 years ago, who at age 42 fell dead in her kitchen. I don’t get that. I don’t understand that part. Sometimes, most of the time, I don’t get the why, but I always see that almost without question, without exception, there is a ‘who.’ When it is a miracle, when it is a raising from the dead or a healing of the body or an opening of the eyes or a transformation of the soul, a change of the spirit, all of those are miracles. Some we see, obviously, and some we don’t. But there is always a part that a ‘who’ plays, that a person plays. Sometimes it is the individual and sometimes it is the friends. 
The miracle part is God’s call. The participating part is our call. People always are a part. Thank you for praying. Thank you for being part of something we never expected. Thank you that when Ruth and I now look at life, the word we connect with another day of life is this word ‘precious.’ And here we are now, 50 years and two months married and we lie in bed at night and often in the middle of the night, we just reached out and hold hands. You say that’s corny, well what’s corny to somebody else is very cool to other people! But this weekend, at the close of this service, I would like you to bow your heads with me please and, first I make this statement, keep your heads up during the week because you never know when you get to be part of a miracle. Just in this moment, in this quiet time, I want to ask you this question. Some of you here need one of those this week. You need a miracle. The situation or the condition or the deal is so serious that this isn't something we just toss a little sentence prayer, we need a miracle. I’m not a miracle producer but I believe that they happen and I believe we get to be a part in some way. If you are that person this weekend, maybe you’d just like to stand where you are and I would like to close in prayer and pray for you. No one is looking. Just stand and say, ‘I’m a person in need of a miracle this week.’  Yes. Yes. Let’s pray.
Thank You Father for your grace. Thank You that we don’t know the answers. We don’t know why certain things happen and certain things don’t, but we do know that when people bring friends to You, things happen. We do know that when You walk into the room, things happen. These friends are standing in faith this weekend to say I believe in that God and I believe that He can do as much in my life as He did in Ruth Foth’s life in that cabin in Estes Park four months ago. I believe that. I don’t know how but I’m going to believe for the what and the who. So thank You Lord for this moment in time. We praise your name, we bless your name, we thank You that You are the God who makes things happen, whether it is a thing of the spirit or a thing of the body, we believe You for it. In Jesus’ name, and everyone said Amen. 
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