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Cultivating a Faith that Has Room to Love and Heal
INTRODUCTION - What’s wrong with our worship / worship space?

I was going to preach a sermon on “The Fruit of the Spirit is Peace”, but it doesn’t fit with our readings today, so you’ll hear that one on another day!  

I’d like your help in beginning today’s sermon.  You may bring your best critic, as we take a minute to answer this question:  What is wrong with our worship, or our worship space?

(wait for answers)

Possible answers:

· The pews are too hard
· There’s not enough time for silence
· I don’t like the music!
· Peter moves around too much when he preaches!
· Too many cords up front by the choir
· Not enough people here today
· The service is too long (Eucharistic Prayer D is too long)
Do you see what that can create?  That’s right - a whole mindset about what’s wrong... what’s missing.  A mindset of scarcity and deficiency.  That mindset, I suggest to you, can also lead to sadness, anger, despair, low energy, blame, accusations, conflict and... missing the good... missing the blessings... missing God... missing some of the joys of life!

SITUATION - Jesus, the crippled woman, and the leader of the synagogue

Jesus was teaching at a synagogue on the sabbath.  A woman came into the synagogue while Jesus was teaching.  She was so crippled that she was bent over and couldn’t stand up straight.  Jesus saw her.  He somehow knew that she had been crippled for 18 years - bound by Satan, was how he later described it.  So what did Jesus do?  Did he keep on teaching?  No.  He stopped - right in the middle of his teaching - and called her over, and said, “Woman, you are set free from your ailment.” (Luke 13:12)

Luke doesn’t say that she asked to be healed.  Jesus saw her, called her over, laid his hands on her, and immediately she stood up straight and began praising God.

Here’s where the story gets even more interesting.

The leader of the synagogue was incensed... angry... indignant.  Jesus had done work on the sabbath!  He had healed a woman.  That was working on the sabbath.  So Jesus had broken #4 on God’s “Top Ten” list. The woman could have been healed on any of the other days of the week, but not on the sabbath.

So the leader of the synagogue confronted Jesus, right?  No.  He lectured the crowd.  “Come on any other day to be healed, but not on the sabbath day!”

And Jesus felt ashamed and sheepish and immediately apologized to the leader of the synagogue and to the crowd. Right?  No!  He answered the man, and said to everyone, “Hey, you lead your oxen and donkeys around on the sabbath so that they can get water, right?  Well, if an animal can be led to water on the sabbath, can’t a woman who has been bound for 18 years be set free on the sabbath?”

The crowd liked what Jesus said, not what the leader of the synagogue said.  We talked last week about being open to learning.  Was the synagogue leader open to learning?  Did he shift in his understanding?  We don’t know.  It’s possible.  What we are told is that “... the entire crowd was rejoicing at all the wonderful things that he [Jesus] was doing.”  (Luke 13:17)

This woman, who had been pretty much staring at her feet for 18 years, could now look up... could look people in the eye... could see the ravens and sparrows and hawks flying overhead... could look at the clouds and the stars and the mountains and capture raindrops in her mouth again.  Wasn’t it time to celebrate?

Or was it a time to look carefully at the situation and find out what was wrong?

COMPLICATION - Turning God’s gifts into burdens

We human beings have the uncanny ability to make a gift of God a burden. or to make a gift of God... God.

The sabbath day was a gift from God to the people of God.  Take one day off.  Rest, be with your family, don’t be obsessed with making money.  Enjoy God.  Enjoy your family and neighbors.  Say some prayers.  Read the Holy Scriptures. Play.  Take a nap.  Eat something that you have cooked the previous day.   Re-connect with God.  Re-connect with your family.  Re-connect with yourself.  Dream.  Day-dream.  Laugh.

The sabbath was meant to enhance life.  The sabbath was meant to be a gift for humankind.  Jesus said as much, on another day when he did something “wrong” - when he and his disciples plucked the heads of some grain on the sabbath.  “The sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind for the sabbath...” (Mark 2:27)

We can turn a gift from God into God - the sabbath, the Bible, our bodies, our ability to feel pleasure, our minds, food, our ability to exercise - pretty much anything!  But only God is meant to be God!

And we can get so rigid about the rules that we entirely miss the spirit of the law - why God gave us the teaching or the law in the first place.  And - in our observations of the law - we can miss out on life... on the joys of life... on that whole part of life that is meant to be celebrated and rejoiced over.  And really - who wants life without joy and celebration?  We already have enough responsibilities and enough seriousness and enough worrying and “enough troubles for the day” - see Matthew 6:25-34.

Jesus consistently talked about celebrating the lost being found.  And he consistently went after the hurting, the excluded, and the lost - and did things to bring them back into the fold.  And then it was celebration time - even if it occurred on the sabbath!

THE RULES THAT HOLD US BACK

I wonder about you, but mostly I wonder about myself.  There have been plenty of times when I didn’t fully join in the celebration because I was following some rule - a rule in my mind.  I have been more pitiful than the leader of the synagogue, for my “rules” weren’t even God-given!

“You can’t do that.  You’ll look stupid!”

“You can’t do that.  You might draw attention to yourself!”

“You can’t say that.  You’re a Christian!”

A lot of rules can be spinning around in our heads, and many of them are not even God-given rules; they’re man-made rules.  And they hold us back from celebrating... hold us back from loving the “wrong” person... hold us back from offering our gifts to others in ways that bring healing... hold us back from fully living.  In a word, we are BOUND by our rules.

I wonder what those rules might be for you.  Have some rules taken over your life... are you following them so rigidly... that you are missing out on the life that God wants you to have?

GOOD NEWS

The good news is our Lord and Savior is someone who modeled for us what it looks like to live life to the fullest.  He knew that loving God and loving others was our purpose - why we were born into this world.  And nothing was going to get in the way of that love, and the celebration and joy that come with knowing God and experiencing love.

NEW BEHAVIOR - Cultivating a certain kind of faith...

Here’s our job, as we go about this pilgrimage of faith.  Our job - if you want to call it that - is to cultivate a faith that has room for loving, celebrating, and healing.

God knows there is enough hate already.  God knows that there is enough war and destruction and violence already.  God know that there are enough people who complain and say what’s wrong with the world, and many of the people who complain the loudest are the people who have the most!

Jesus shows us a better way.  Be a person who connects with God, a person who knows that everything you have comes from God.  Be a person who knows you are loved by God forever... a child of God forever.  Be a person whose faith leads you to seeing the man or the woman or the child or the family or the entire group that is bent over... burdened... bound.  Be a person who sees such folks and responds in love.  Be a person who celebrates when anyone has a breakthrough... when anyone has a transformation or a triumph of any kind - no matter what day of the week it happens. Be a person who consistently celebrates the blessings and grace of God. Be a person who brings light and laughter and healing to the world. 

Don’t be a person who is so caught up in the rules that you miss out on your opportunity to dance.

CONCLUSION

Okay.  I need your help in finishing this sermon.  Are you ready?  What is good and lovely about our worship?  What is good and lovely about our worship space?  What is good and lovely and amazing about the people who are gathered here today?  What is good and lovely and amazing about our God?


