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Jeremiah 1:4-10
Psalm 71:1-6
Luke 13:10-17

Grant, O merciful God, that your Church, being gathered together in unity by your 

Holy Spirit, may show forth your power among all peoples, to the glory of your Name; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one 

God, for ever and ever.

Amen.



Jeremiah 1:4-10
The word of the Lord came to me saying,

“Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, 
and before you were born I consecrated you;
I appointed you a prophet to the nations.”

Then I said, “Ah, Lord God! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a boy.” 
But the Lord said to me,

“Do not say, ‘I am only a boy’;
for you shall go to all to whom I send you,
and you shall speak whatever I command you, 
Do not be afraid of them,
for I am with you to deliver you,

says the Lord.”
Then the Lord put out his hand and touched my mouth; and the Lord said to me, 

“Now I have put my words in your mouth.
See, today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms, 
to pluck up and to pull down,
to destroy and to overthrow,
to build and to plant.”



Psalm 71:1-6

In te, Domine, speravi

1 In you, O Lord, have I taken refuge; *
let me never be ashamed.

2 In your righteousness, deliver me and set me free; *
incline your ear to me and save me.

3 Be my strong rock, a castle to keep me safe; *
you are my crag and my stronghold.

4 Deliver me, my God, from the hand of the wicked, *
from the clutches of the evildoer and the oppressor.

5 For you are my hope, O Lord God, *
my confidence since I was young.

6 I have been sustained by you ever since I was born;
from my mother's womb you have been my strength; *
my praise shall be always of you.



Luke 13:10-17

Now Jesus was teaching in one of the synagogues on the sabbath. And just then 

there appeared a woman with a spirit that had crippled her for eighteen years. She was 

bent over and was quite unable to stand up straight. When Jesus saw her, he called her 

over and said, “Woman, you are set free from your ailment.” When he laid his hands on 

her, immediately she stood up straight and began praising God. But the leader of the 

synagogue, indignant because Jesus had cured on the sabbath, kept saying to the crowd, 

“There are six days on which work ought to be done; come on those days and be cured, 

and not on the sabbath day.” But the Lord answered him and said, “You hypocrites! 

Does not each of you on the sabbath untie his ox or his donkey from the manger, and 

lead it away to give it water? And ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham whom 

Satan bound for eighteen long years, be set free from this bondage on the sabbath day?” 

When he said this, all his opponents were put to shame; and the entire crowd was rejoic-

ing at all the wonderful things that he was doing.



SERMON

From time to time, my mother had to lay down the law, and her favorite law to lay 

down (judging from the frequency with which she employed it) was, “Do NOT hit your 

brother with that.” That’s a good law. A child must learn not to hit his brother with that. 

Better yet, the child should learn not to hit his brother with anything. Best of all would 

be to see in your brother the beloved of God and have no desire to strike him at all. 

That's the best way, but you have to start somewhere. Mom started with “Do NOT hit 

your brother with that”. Sometimes, we get so focused on following the laws that we 

can't see the greater lesson beyond the law. It’s fine to not hit your brother with that, but 

beyond that law is the teaching that your brother is the beloved of God, just as you are.

A friend of mine and I were discussing words the other day. He is an author of some

note, and thus is very focused on words. We agreed that words are easy approximations 

for the actual “thing” being discussed, but we also agreed that we often pretend that the 

word is the thing.  If I say “freedom”, most of you will have an internal positive reac-

tion. We Americans like freedom. We don’t think very hard about what that means, but 

freedom is one of those words we like. What if I were to suggest that I believe so firmly

in freedom that I refuse to allow red and green traffic lights to dictate how I operate my 

car? If I’m free, then what right do traffic lights have dictating to me, and freedom, 

we’ve already decided, is a good thing. That’s the sort of thing that happens when we 

use words to describe complex things, something Shakespeare pointed out. 

There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, 
Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.

 The writer of the book of Hebrews agrees:

You have not come to something that can be touched, a blazing fire, and 
darkness, and gloom, and a tempest, and the sound of a trumpet, and a 
voice whose words made the hearers beg that not another word be spoken 
to them.

The world of our Father lies beyond our poor words. It is something which cannot 



be touched, any more than you could touch a blazing fire, or darkness, or gloom, or the 

sound of a trumpet, so it's a lot easier to worship the words themselves, rather than pay-

ing attention to what lies beyond the words. My friend and I decided that when you try 

to express the inexpressible, and write it down all neat in a book, what you get is Leviti-

cus – lists of “thou shalts” and “thou shalt nots”. Lists of worshiped words are not the 

Gospel. We do not forebear hitting our brother with that because the words say so. We 

do not hit our brother with that because he is our brother and we view him with the eyes

of love.

That’s the issue Jesus is illuminating for us this Sunday. It is the Sabbath and Jesus 

is teaching in the synagogue when a woman with a crippling deformity of her back ar-

rives. 

When Jesus saw her, he called her over and said, “Woman, you are set 
free from your ailment.” When he laid his hands on her, immediately she 
stood up straight and began praising God. 

That, as they say, is the point at which something unpleasant hit the fan, for the 

leader of the synagogue could not for the life of him see beyond the words.

But the leader of the synagogue, indignant because Jesus had cured on the
sabbath, kept saying to the crowd, “There are six days on which work 
ought to be done; come on those days and be cured, and not on the sab-
bath day.”

There’s a lot to unpack in this simple transaction. First, the leader of the synagogue 

isn’t addressing Jesus OR the woman who was cured. He is addressing the crowd, his 

congregation. Rather than acknowledging the miracle which happened right in front of 

their very eyes, his concern is to regain his position as leader by asserting his learning 

and holiness, as represented by his strict interpretation of the words of the law. He wor-

ships those words as if they were the thing they stand for, rather than a pale approxima-

tion.

Second, he is indignant. That one of God’s children has been freed from a disability 



actually offends him!

Third, the woman made no request for healing. She just came to the place of teach-

ing, which is what a synagogue is, as she had done, presumably, every Sabbath. It was 

Jesus who instituted the healing. It was Jesus who saw through the obscuring legal code 

to see her pain, and it was Jesus who decided to heal her, responding with compassion 

to what he saw.

Fourth, the result of the healing was that she praised God. She recognized some-

thing that the leader of the synagogue couldn't – that her healing was the work of God.

Finally, Jesus touched her! This would have been more than shocking to those 

watching. Jesus is offering healing to a woman, people who were demeaned and denied 

their place by the religious and cultural expectations of the time, and he is doing it by 

touching her, again something clearly prohibited by the words of the law.

The issue is squarely presented to us. Do we worship the words of the law, or do we 

worship God, who tells us to love our neighbor and respond with compassion to the 

pain around us? J.D. Vance, in his harrowing examination of our culture here in Ken-

tucky, nails it:

“In my new church, on the other hand, I heard more about the gay 
lobby and the war on Christmas than about any particular character 
trait that a Christian should aspire to have. ... Morality was defined by
not participating in this or that particular social malady: the gay agen-
da, evolutionary theory, Clintonian liberalism, or extramarital sex. 
Dad’s church required so little of me. It was easy to be a Christian.”1

This is the position of the leader of the synagogue reflected into modern-day Ap-

palachia. It's easy to be a person of faith – just follow the words. Not surprisingly, Jesus 

has something to say about that.

1 J.D. Vance, Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family and Culture in Crisis (HarperCollins Publishers Inc. Copyright 2016)



But the Lord answered him and said, “You hypocrites! Does not each of you on 
the sabbath untie his ox or his donkey from the manger, and lead it away to give 
it water? And ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham whom Satan bound 
for eighteen long years, be set free from this bondage on the sabbath day?”

In the understanding of the time, a “hypocrite” was an actor who performed while 

wearing a mask. Jesus is pointing out that the leader's adherence to strict interpretation 

is a performance for the admiration of an audience but reveals neither the word of God, 

nor the performer's true nature. The way of faith is not the way of a performer in a 

mask. It is the way of compassion, which is a feeling of deep sympathy and sorrow for 

another who is stricken by misfortune, accompanied by a strong desire to alleviate the 

suffering.  Jesus saw, with the eyes of compassion, the pain of the woman in the syna-

gogue. He stepped forward in response and healed her. The leader of the synagogue saw

only a list of thou shalts and thou shalt nots and did nothing. 

God did not place you here to hit your brothers and sisters with that and He did not 

create you to be a law abiding robot. He placed you here to bring the good news into 

His creation by responding to your brothers’ pain with compassion, by sharing the 

Gospel, by walking humbly with your God, and don’t tell me you aren’t up to the task.

The word of the Lord came to me saying,
“Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, 
and before you were born I consecrated you;
I appointed you a prophet to the nations.”

Then I said, “Ah, Lord God! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a 
boy.” But the Lord said to me,

“Do not say, ‘I am only a boy’;
for you shall go to all to whom I send you,
and you shall speak whatever I command you, 
Do not be afraid of them,
for I am with you to deliver you,

says the Lord.”

AMEN



BENEDICTION

In our prayer of confession, we prayed:
Lord God, we are so bound by rules and regulations that we fail to see 
the human need that goes beyond the bounds of structures. We easily 
relegate compassionate service to those agencies in our society that 
have that as their mandate, forgetting that you have given us the 
supreme mandate to care for one another, even as you have cared for 
us. 

J.D. Vance's warning of his experience in his father's church is telling. 

“Dad’s church required so little of me. It was easy to be a Christian.” 

If you find it easy to be a Christian, you aren't doing it right. You were created for a 

purpose. Ultimately, this IS your circus and those ARE your monkeys. Look beyond the

words and find the heart of God.

Until we meet again

The Lord bless you and keep you; 
the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you; 
the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace. 

Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.
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