Free at Last

Galatians 5: 19-21       

Luke 13:10-17

            The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self control. Against such there is no law.

            Yesterday our confirmation class and their mentors went to Boaz and Ruth for a morning of community service. For those of you who do not know, Boaz and Ruth is a ministry based in Highland Park that helps unemployed and underemployed people get on the job training, life skills, and a much needed second chance. Many of the people who come through the program have spent time in prison.  Boaz and Ruth runs a thrift store, a clothing store, a small construction business, a moving company, a catering service, and a restaurant in a restored firehouse.

            I love to go over there. It seems to me that the folk who are there stand a little taller, and greet the day with a little more joy than most of the rest of us. They have seen hard times, and they have been doubled over by the mistakes of the past. But now here is a place that believes in them; that believes that all God’s children deserve a place to stand up and do what is good and right. I love to go over there because it is a place of Good News. It is a ministry of transformation. And I am so glad that our young people were there for a while yesterday. 

            Our theme this week in our Lenten study groups is “transformation.” Jesus and his gospel of God’s love is about transforming the lives of people; setting us free to stand up and praise God; setting us free to care for one another.

            In our scripture from Luke, Jesus enters the synagogue of some small town on the Sabbath day, as was his custom. He is Jewish. Good Jews go to the synagogue to honor God on the seventh day. But something always changes when he is there; something always happens. No one ever leaves quite the same. Because of this Jesus, some draw closer to God and some push themselves farther away.  Worship on the Sabbath can be a dangerous thing; or a life changing experience. 

            Jesus sees a woman who is bent over. She has suffered this infirmity for 18 years. She has had this problem for so long that she has become a fixture in the place; a common sight. Most people there no longer see her at all. After all, she can’t do much; can’t help much; doesn’t count for much. As far as they can tell, she is afflicted by God and her own body. She is literally a “no body.”  But she is there.

            I don’t want to play amateur psychologist, but I do wonder what bent her out of shape; what crippled her life? What stole her dream, her gait, her chance to look at the stars and be glad? 

            Is she the victim of a childhood accident or a chronic disease? Has she suffered the back breaking work of a migrant laborer in the fields for so long that she can no longer stand up straight? Was it the constant weight of a bag of cotton or bushel of tomatoes that has turned her into a pretzel?

            Is she the victim of some abuse, verbal, or physical, or mental abuse that has caused her to bend down, and down, and down – no longer willing or able to stand up and look anybody in the face. Is she a battered woman now stuck in her position of despair? 

            Nothing in the text helps us know her, except to know her need.  

Jesus sees her, notices and knows her. He refuses to leave her suffering untouched. His heart is dented by the sound of her cane on the tile floor of the synagogue. 

He recognizes her as a “daughter of Abraham,” and without her asking, he heals her.  What a glorious title for someone who has been relegated to the nobody corner. “Daughter of Abraham, you are set free from all that bends you out of shape; that harms or hinders or hurts you. You are released.”  

She responds to the words of Jesus; she accepts her transformation. Indeed, she stands up and begins to praise God. I imagine that she shouts a little “Hallelujah” and begins to clap for joy! Maybe she begins to sing “Free at last, free at last, thank God Almighty, I am free at last!” Perhaps she dances. She cannot help herself. People who have been touched by Jesus just do all kinds of strange things. 

Ah, but here comes trouble. There is nothing in the bulletin about dancing. No committee approved her solo of “Free at Last.”  The pastor did not say that she could clap and shout “Hallelujah!” She is transformed, changed, and joyful. But others are not. They are actually annoyed by the interruption of their peaceful Sabbath. 

I find it sad how easy it is to picture the opposition. Isn’t it sad that we find it much easier to describe those who are upset by this moment, than to picture her joy.

The opponents say things like “This is the Sabbath day. We have rules around here. We follow the law. That is how we know we are okay. We have worked hard to achieve positions of authority and respect. We can’t let just anybody praise God any old way on the Sabbath – we have to do it the right way, our way. We have an order of service, because God likes order. If this begins to be about transformation, and change, and new beginnings – why who knows what chaos will follow? 

(How many Presbyterian clergy does it take to change a light bulb? Seven. One to make the motion, one to second it, one to take the minutes, one to change the bulb, and three to write the rules for the next time they face this crisis!)

They want to worship the living God, but they do not want to face any changes.

The Bible has a word for this: the word is hypocrisy. If you look up the word in the concordance, it is used by Jesus when he is most angry. And he only uses it with reference to religious people who hide behind their rules, and refuse to love their neighbors. Hypocrisy is what happens when we use religion to avoid caring about others.

Hypocrites is a frightening word for me, because it is a word aimed at religious leaders, at religious folk who talk a good game but never go on the field. It is aimed at people who know all the words to the song but can’t get the tune right. (I really do not want to get into this part of the text. I am afraid that if I name your hypocrisy, you will return the favor and name mine.)

The ugly word hypocrite means to wear a mask; to pretend to care when we don’t; to pretend to honor God when it is really all about us; to use religion to keep transformation and change away from us. 

Our common hypocrisy includes:

People who talk forgiveness but carry grudges to their graves.

People who talk about sacrifice, but always manage to have plenty for what they want.

People who talk repentance but never make any changes that matter.

Here is one that points right at me.  People who open a meeting with prayer, but then spend the rest of the time acting like God does not exist; like we are completely in charge.

Jesus says “You hypocrites. You write the rules so that you can free your livestock from the barn to drink on the Sabbath. Should not this daughter of Abraham be set free to drink of God’s goodness and praise the Lord on that same Sabbath?” 

I don’t like the word because it hits too close to home. What happens when someone uses the command of God to avoid loving the neighbor – Jesus gets angry. That’s what happens.

Ah, but the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy peace, faithfulness, kindness, goodness and a whole bunch of other life giving, freeing outcomes. The woman who is set free by the touch of Jesus praises God. Her joy overflows. Where there is change there is hope. Where there is hope there is life.  Where the masks are thrown down, there is the chance see the savior’s face smiling at us. 

The gospel is about transformation. It is about people standing up straight and glad and praising God.

Some of you see this. You see it when you walk into a classroom across town to be a tutor. You see a child who is slumped over in a chair, maybe staring out the window. You see the child suddenly light up and sit up straight in the chair. The day has just gotten a whole lot better because you have come.

Some of you see it when you go on a mission trip and the people who welcome you light up at your arrival. And you stand just a little taller, and are a little more glad to be alive because you are with them. 

For sixty years our One Great Hour of Sharing Offering has been helping people stand up and give thanks. Some stand in the fields planted with seeds we gave. Some stand in classrooms of schools we helped to build. Some stand in churches and sing to God because we took off the masks and looked for our neighbors in need.

            Yes, we took the confirmands to Boaz and Ruth to do a little work yesterday. But mostly we took them to see people who know how to stand up straight and thank God for new beginnings and second chances. 
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