“The Rules”

Jeremiah 1:4-10

Luke 13:10-17

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my Redeemer. Amen

Two-thousand six hundred thirty six years ago (2,636)in a small town 3 miles north of Jerusalem in a kingdom called Judah during the reign of King Josiah, God called Jeremiah saying in part, “Before I formed you I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you.”

These immortal words are the prelude to Jeremiah’s call and blessed assurance for us: assurance that God has always known each us and consecrated each of us for purpose in this life: be it 626 BC or 2010. From equipping youth groups to claim their place in the church, “Do not say I am only a boy,” to empowering Christians overwhelmed by persecution, “Do not be afraid for I am with you to deliver you,” this passage has been on the hearts of believers for centuries.

We see into the text as if in a mirror observes one scholar. The words are comfort and common ground for our own experience. Today, however, I ask that you join me in considering the perspective of Professor Sally Brown of Princeton Seminary. She suggests that we ought to, “focus less on Jeremiah and more on the driving passion of God to be engaged with His people.”

God is not dissuaded by Jeremiah’s protests. God’s perspective on Jeremiah strengths and weaknesses surprise us. Jeremiah names his weakness and in that, his weakness, a genuine divine encounter occurs. He is known and he knows God’s power and strength. God sets the rules, “You shall go where I send you and speak whatever I command you.” Jeremiah enters into that uneasy alliance – depending upon God. 

The prophetic tradition of call, confrontation and dialogue is familiar to us. Moses, in Exodus “I am not eloquent, I am slow of speech,” Gideon in the Book of Judges “How can I deliver Israel my clan is the weakest in Manasseh” Isaiah in the book that bears his name, “I am a man of unclean lips,” Ezekiel, “I do not know what to say,” and Jeremiah, I am only a boy,”: all of them were called, all of them objected and all of them eventually trusted in God to deliver them from their own shortcomings. Each of them stumbled into a relationship that demanded not perfect behavior but perfect obedience.

It is as they say, ancient history but it is also living history salvation history. The same God that called out to them still calls out. The God that interrupted them, interrupts us, the God that interfered in their life, interferes in ours. Today the words of Jeremiah invite us to consider not our strengths but God’s, not our sense of call but God’s persistence, not what we lack but what we gain as a child of God.

The Gospel lesson today is also a story of call albeit hundreds of years later. In this case it is Jesus who calls across the synagogue, calls the woman to “come over.” She approaches and Jesus releases her from captivity: she, who is bowed down, crippled by an evil spirit, stands up and praises God.

Jesus has been dealing with evil spirits since his temptation in the desert after his baptism. In chapter 4 he entered a synagogue in Galilee on the Sabbath and healed a man of an evil spirit without incident. In chapter 6 Luke says, “Those who were troubled with unclean spirits were cured.” By chapter 9 Luke reports that Jesus “Called the twelve and gave them power and authority over all demons and sent them out to proclaim the kingdom of God.” 

Today we see that not everyone rejoiced in the haling touch of Jesus. “Not so fast!,” says the indignant Pharisee – not on my watch, I have rules to uphold sacred rules biblical rules. He is correct. For modern readers the reaction of the President of the Synagogue is peculiar, particularly his suggestion that this miraculous healing should be considered work – counted among the mundane tasks of the other 6 days. He seems to have overlooked the miracle but this Pharisee is upholding The Law.

In Genesis God crowns creation with a holy day of rest and in Exodus God commands his people do the same: do not work on the Sabbath. The Pharisee is bound by the Misnah the book that defines work and interrupts Sabbath observation. Jesus knows it too and quotes from it about caring for animals not to compare the woman to an animal but to dramatize the urgency of caring for people especially daughters of Abraham.

Jesus calls the Pharisee to keep the full law: God said do not work and God also said keep the day holy unto me consecrated to me. Deuteronomy 5:12 says keep the day holy to the Lord for the people of Israel and resident aliens and slaves male and female reminding them to recall their own slavery and release from captivity by God’s mighty hand.

Jewish scholars often say that Israel did not keep the Sabbath as much as the Sabbath kept Israel. The practice of a day set aside for God united the Jewish people throughout time even when they were scattered throughout the world.

Jesus reminds the Pharisee and us that the day is to be kept holy to the Lord: it is the day God rules. In his book “Sabbath,” Abraham Joshua Heschel describes it this way, “Sabbath redeems time and space and sanctifies life. Not working or using utilitarian things on the Sabbath is a way to lift up an undefiled creation to God. Sabbath can even give one a glimpse the world to come: a world sanctified by God.

What paints a picture of heaven better than this story?  It is beautiful. For Christians the idea of Sabbath, in lower case, remains. For us Sunday is the day we set aside in remembrance, not just of our Creator, but also our Redeemer. Sunday not only redeems time it redeems us as we remember that God sent his only son, Jesus Christ, to save us to that unnamed woman in a synagogue and to heal us.

Sunday is not an obligation but a privilege it helps us establish not our rules but God’s rules made clear in his son Jesus Christ.

AS we think over our rules and God’s rules this poem may be helpful.

As I entered Heaven’s door,

Not by the beauty of it all,

Nor the lights or the décor.

But it was the folks in Heaven

Who made me sputter and gasp-

The thieves, the liars, the sinners,

The alcoholics and the trash.

There stood the kid from seventh grade

Who swiped my lunch money twice.

Next to him was my old neighbor

Who never said anything nice.

Herb, who I always thought

Was rotting away in hell.

Was sitting pretty on cloud nine,

Looking incredibly well.

I nudged Jesus, “What’s the deal?

I would love to hear your take.

How’d all these sinners get up here?

God must’ve made a mistake.

‘And why’s everyone so quiet,

So somber – give me a clue.’

‘Hush, child,’ He said,

They’re all in shock.

No one thought they’d be seeing you.’

We need Sunday. In the synagogue long ago, Jesus made outsiders insiders, he sanctified a daughter of Abraham and sanctified the day. Rules disrupted things. It is confusing but William Barclay makes it simple: there are church people and then there are Christians. Sundays make us Christian and remind us that we are called by God, redeemed in Jesus Christ and commissioned to be agents of His compassion and mercy and justice. And as your new session gathers after worship we ask that you pray we will all continue to be anchored in our life together here in this sanctuary where we praise God and thank God for his rule of faith. Amen
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