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Lectionary:

Isaiah 58.9b-14
Psalm 103:1-8
Hebrews 12:18-29
Luke 13:10-17

Sermon

In our Hebrews reading the writer, presumed by many to be Paul, although there are
other theories, seeks to show something of the awesomeness of God and contrasts
Moses’ physical encounter with God on Mount Sinai (also known as Mount Horeb) with
the experience of the early church in a spiritual encounter on Mount Zion.

The writer was writing specifically for a Jewish audience — early converts to Christianity
from Judaism — hence the title “The letter to the Hebrews”.

As such they would have been familiar with the Mosaic tradition and the story of the
receiving of the ten commandments. This was described as God appearing as fire and
smoke at the top of the mountain. There were loud noises —there was no doubt in their
minds that this was God appearing. The people were told that they may not approach
God - only Moses can do so — and that even an animal that touches the mountain
should die.

This reflected the belief in a God accessible only through a representative priesthood.

The writer of Hebrews then contrasts this with the glory of Mount Zion where we can
now encounter God through Jesus as mediator of a new covenant —a new promise and
relationship between God and their people.

The encounter with God remains awesome, but is now accessible to us all through
relationship with Jesus. However, we have a duty to offer God an acceptable worship,
foritis still the same God that Moses interceded with, but with whom we can now have
direct access.

In our Isaiah reading, we are given some conditional promises of how we should actin
order to receive God’s favour.

Like the access to God that is now made free to us, so is the promise of God’s favour —a

free gift, not by works, so that no one can boast (“® For by grace you have been saved
through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God— °not the result of
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works, so that no one may boast.” Ephesians 2:8-9) But this does not mean we should
not take account of God’s teaching as it has been received.

So Isaiah, advises that there are things required of us;

- To set people free (remove the yoke)

- Tonot point the finger (accuse others)

- To not speak evil (to be truthful and live a holy life)

- To offer food to the hungry and look after those without.

Note these commands are social, not religious. God is interested in how we live with
one another.

Isaiah then sets out some rules about respecting the Sabbath;

- Focus on God, not our interests.
- Keep the Sabbath as a time to be honoured.

This is something many struggle with in our modern age. Many of the restrictions of the
past that prevented shops opening on a Sunday, that limited what activities could take
place, and the social expectation that we be in church at least once on a Sunday.

In Jesus’ time these rules were even stricter. Jewish interpretation of the law meant that
absolutely no work could be permitted on the Sabbath. Many strict Jews even now will
avoid doing anything that might be interpreted to be ‘work’ on the Sabbath — any lights
they need in the house are turned on before the Sabbath begins so that the ‘work’ of
lighting them is not done. They may walk to Synagogue rather than make the car ‘work’
to carry them. Food will be prepared the day before so there is no work preparing it.

So when Jesus was teaching on the Sabbath in the synagogue it would be assumed that
no other work would be done — | worry that preaching is not considered work, if anyone
wants to swap places and try it, | assure you there is a very real element of work in this!

The woman who approaches has been severely crippled for many years, and the
wisdom of the day was that this must be due to her being affected by an evil spirit, and
probably as a result of some fault on her part or her parents’. She would have been
considered an outcast, and certainly not someone that Jesus should have had anything
to do with.

Jesus addresses this assumption and so tells her she is released from her affliction.
Note he also lays hands on her. We know from other gospel stories that Jesus’ power is
such that he does not have to make contact in order to heal — he can do so simply by
words. But the touch is a critical part of not only healing but of signalling to the person
being healed that they are now accepted, having been an outcast this would be
profound.
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While not a direct comparison, think of this as being like the way that Mother Teressa
worked with lepers —touching those considered ‘unclean’ to convey their acceptance.
Or remember how Princess Diana embraced AIDS patients, even at a time when there
was so much fear of the disease and patients were considered pariahs.

Jesus’ actions are a physical acting out of the acceptance of God.
So the woman is healed and everyone rejoiced!

Except they didn’t! The religious leader criticises Jesus’ actions — pointing out that there
are six days a week when that person could have been helped. She was wrong to have
come for healing, and Jesus was wrong to heal, on the one day of the week set aside for
worship and rest.

Jesus reacts and calls them Hypocrites for caring more about their animals (who they
will feed and water even on the Sabbath because of their recognition of need). Yet they
would prefer a woman, one of their own, should suffer just because it is the Sabbath.

Thankfully, the people rejoice in Jesus’ teaching and the wonders he has done.

How good are we are recognising those areas where we need to be seen to act, in the
name of God, to change our world for the better?

How are we reacting to climate change and our part within the world? Are we
representing God’s interests in protection of creation —the animals and other species
who share this planet with us, and the environment which we all share?

How should we respond to the oppression of so many people across the world? Where
there are wars, or oppressive states, where famine or natural disasters are making life
miserable for others — are we willing, as Christian Aid used to say, to live simply that
others might simply live?

Are we willing to challenge those in our country who would reject those people fleeing
terrible situations in their own lands, and seeking asylum here. As a wealthy country
should we be willing to share our resources? Does it make a difference when their
suffering has been as a result of things done in our name by our governments —waging
wars, or funding other people’s wars? If we have had a hand in their suffering, should we
have a hand in improving their lot?

Jesus acting against the ‘norms’ of his day to heal this outcast woman on the Sabbath
was a political act — one of so many he undertook that formed a substantial part of the
reason the authorities schemed to kill him. So why do so many Christians think politics
is a no-go area for us?

Archbishop Desmond Tutu once commented that he wondered what Bible people are

reading when the suggest that religion and politics do not mix. As both religion and
politics are about life then they must be fundamentally interlinked.
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However, one must also be careful. Karl Marx did not fully understand Christianity when
he expressed his opinion that religion was the opiate of the people, or described it as
the flowers on the chains oppressing the workers. He was, however, correct in criticising
the way that religion has been misused to control and oppress.

Itis worrying then when we look across the pond to see Trump and his followers abusing
Christianity to progress their policies specifically to demean the poor, and put forward a
message of hate towards outsiders.

Sadly, the far right in this country are learning from their actions. Revd Dr Helen Paytner
of Bristol Baptist College has studied this in her book The Church, the Far Right and the
Claim to Christianity. We see such as Nigel Farage attempting to appeal to this
country’s “Christian Heritage” — despite Church engagement being at an all time low
and few if any of his followers being actively involved, plus promoting policies that
contract all the Jesus stood for.

Part of this is, of course, the failure of the mainstream parties to address people’s fears,
but also an ongoing and increasing attitude of ‘no such thing as society’ or ‘look after
your own alone’ that has been encouraged by a focus on material gain that sees those
with resources getting ever wealthier, and the ‘underclasses’ being hit harder and
struggling to manage to even feed themselves and their families — in one of the richest
countries in the world.

So this takes us full circle back to Isaiah and the call to work for justice. To feed the
hungry, to not point the finger at others, to support the oppressed — then we will be like
Jesus, focussed on others because;

The Spirit of the Lord is upon US
because God has anointed US

to bring good news to the poor.

To proclaim release to the captives,
and recovery of sight to the blind,
to let the oppressed go free.

What an AWESOME God.

AMEN.
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