
Last Chance Saloon?  27th March 2022. 

It is hot in the Operating Theatre, and it has 

been a bit of a mad rush get everything ready.  

Everyone is totally focussed - which is a 

change, as usually at least some of my nurses 

are off in a corner discussing what they are 

going to have for supper.  But for a stabbed 

heart - they focus. 

We haven’t taken the blade out - that would be 

the quickest way to kill the patient - so it sits 

there, the handle sticking out of his chest, 

twitching in time to his heart beat, telling us 

two things; first, that it is definitely in his 

heart, and second, that he is still alive.  Both 

reassuring pieces of information - the first 

for me, so I know where I have to make my 

incision, and the second, for the rest of the 

team, especially my anaesthetist, who for some 

bizarre reason likes a patient with a pulse to 

work on. 

Once inside the chest and with the injury in 

view, I can see that the hole is right next to a 

coronary vessel.  If I include that vessel in my 

repair stitch, the man will have a massive 

heart attack and die.  So I elect to try a small 

stitch just to the side of the coronary artery 

and avoid that mistake. 

The placed suture is too delicate and tears out 

with the next few heart beats, leaving an even 

bigger hole.  It is not easy to try and place 
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delicate and highly precise sutures in a beating 

heart with blood pumping out of a hole at you. 

So now I’m at the Last Chance Saloon - if I get 

this next move wrong, it’s curtains for this 

man, and we’ll have a death on the table.  

Never a good thing, and leaves us all feeling we 

should have done better.  In our hospital we 

like to think that if our trauma victims arrive 

alive, then they leave alive. 

Pausing only to reduce the blood loss by 

putting my finger gently on the stab wound to 

stop the blood spraying all over the light, my 

glasses and the rest of the team, I call for a 

much bigger suture with a large, round-bodied 

needle; I am going to have to close the hole 

from underneath the coronary artery.  It’s a 

fiddly technique, but the only chance this guy 

has got with both time and blood running out.  

We don’t have by-pass surgery available in 

rural Zululand hospitals, and nor do we have 

the transfusion support to run it. 

This time the suture works, and we wait awhile 

to let the irritable heart settle back to its 

normal rhythm by bathing it in its pericardial 

sac with some warm saline at 40C. 

It settles, I check for any missed injuries, and 

close.  He’ll make it. 

For me, back to bed - 3 hours to sun-up, then 

back in to start another day. 
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This is not a story from a TV drama, this was 

normal work for us when we lived in Empangeni.  

It wasn’t all stabbed hearts; actually, they 

were often not the hardest to deal with; some 

multiple gunshots or even wild animal bites 

were harder to deal with. 

But my point is that both I and my patient had 

a second chance to get it right, without which, 

he would have died and I would not have felt 

too happy either.  All of our readings today 

talk of, or imply, a new beginning - a second 

chance to get it right. 

The passage from Joshua has the feast of the 

Passover celebrated for the first time in the 

Promised Land.  It is a new beginning after 

forty years of wandering in the desert, and - 

as I said at the start of the service - a fairly 

bloody episode of circumcising all the men in 

the nation, to the extent that they called the 

place Gibeath Haaraloth, which means ‘hill of 

foreskins’.  Since this procedure was 

performed without anaesthetic and with flint 

knives, you may be forgiven for feeling a little 

queasy. 

Our psalm, 32, is all about forgiveness, telling 

of the relief, joy, and freedom that comes 

with being forgiven by God. 

Note, too, that it says how rotten we feel 

when we don’t confess our sins and get rid of 
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all the rubbish that tarnishes us from within.  

It’s a bit like when you have eaten something 

that really disagrees with you, and you feel 

nauseated and miserable.  You long to be able 

to throw up and get rid of whatever it was 

that made you feel so bad.  The moment you do 

- life takes on a new meaning and you feel well 

and alive again. 

Listen to the words; ‘when I kept silent, my 

bones wasted away through my groaning all day 

long.  For day and night your hand was heavy 

upon me; and my strength was sapped as in the 

heat of summer.  Then I acknowledged my sin 

to you and did not cover up my iniquity.  I said, 

‘I will confess my transgressions to the Lord - 

and you forgave the guilt of my sin.’ 

The follow-on from these verses is that the 

writer then asked for God to show him the 

right way to go, knowing that he will be 

watched over and protected.  He ends 

rejoicing - entirely appropriate for this 

Sunday. 

Paul, in our epistle, (this time the second 

letter to the Corinthians) is telling us about 

our reconciliation with God through Jesus - 

who again gives us a second chance to get it 

right, because - in Paul’s language - we become 

‘a new creation’.  In this way we have another 

new start, a second chance. 

Paul also is at pains to tell us that we won’t 

always get it right - as he doesn’t - but that 
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we always have Jesus to fall back on, to go on 

forgiving us when we take one wrong path 

after another; because, through Christ, we 

have received (as it says in John 1:16) ‘grace 

upon grace.’  He keeps on forgiving us. 

The gospel story is so well known that I 

wondered how to approach it at all.  Whole 

books have been written about the story of 

the Prodigal Son from just about everyone’s 

viewpoint; the son’s, the father’s, the older 

brother’s - and I think even from a servant’s 

view. 

But rather than looking at it from any human 

perspective, let us - for a change - view it as a 

western. 

Bad guy goes into the bar with guns on each 

hip, but with a monster hang-over - I mean a 

really industrial-sized ‘babbelas’. 

He knows that this is likely to be the make or 

break poker game, and that some even meaner 

dudes are in there to get him, one way or 

another. 

But when he walks in, he sees the man tending 

the bar is his father, and for a long moment 

they stand looking at each other, wondering 

how this is going to play out. 

Then slowly he reaches to the buckle of his 

gun belt, undoes it, drops his guns onto the 

floor, and walks over to his father who meets 

him with a hug in the middle of the Last 

Chance Saloon. 
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For our cowboy, he didn’t have to play the final 

hand - all he had to do was deal himself out 

and return to his father. 

We also have that kind of second chance.  Our 

problem is that we so often think we can still 

win if we keep on playing - even when one look 

at the loser in the mirror will tell us that is 

the dumb-ass with the horns on talking to us. 

Don’t go away from this thinking that because 

Jesus will always forgive us, that it’s OK to 

keep on playing the poker game - because you 

can always throw your cards and gun away 

when you have nothing left.  That policy 

doesn’t work because you have mortgaged all 

the rest of what might have been your life 

until the last seconds; then what have you got 

left to enjoy? 

Better to accept that you have nothing in your 

hand anyway, toss your cards on the table and 

accept the real life that Jesus gives us. 

I’m not forcing you to accept Jesus as your 

God any more than I’m forcing you to turn 

cartwheels in the sanctuary - but I am telling 

you of a solution that has worked for me - and 

millions like me. 

 of 6 7



I got my second chance; I wouldn’t like to 

think you were still in the Last Chance Saloon 

and wondering what to do with your guns.   

Your next move might define the rest of your 

life.
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