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Preacher: Jennifer Potter
HYMNS:
500
“Lord God, your love has called us here”



511
“Sing praise to God who reigns above”

397
“Thine arm, O Lord, in days of old”

775
“Lord, we your church are deaf and dumb”

774
“Lord, thy church are deaf and dumb”

READINGS:
Jeremiah 1:4-10



Luke 13:10-17

“WHAT ROLE FOR RULES?”
When I was a youngster, growing up in Harrogate, Yorkshire, in our Methodist Church children did not receive communion. Indeed Communion or ‘The Lord’s Supper ‘ as it was usually called, was not part and parcel of the main service but tacked on at the end. The benediction was said, the minister went to the door to say ‘good-bye’ to the majority of the congregation and the super-holy (for that is what they were seen to be) remained for the Communion Service. Children were never part of this service until after they had been confirmed. I never questioned this – it was the status quo – only with hindsight have I come to see that this was a strange and not very inclusive thing to do.

When I went to Botswana as a teacher in the 1970s and attended the local Methodist Church there, the situation was very similar – except that during communion the doors were guarded so that no-one, particularly curious children, could peep in to see what was going on in these holy mysteries. Door keepers actively kept the children outside the Church building – it was a strange practice and it really seemed a bit ‘over the top’ to me.

What was it that caused people to think that children could not even see, let alone participate, in Communion? Well it was difficult for me to find a place to raise such a question. I was not in Botswana as a Minister or a missionary from British Methodism – I was a teacher, attending church pretty much like everyone else in the congregation. I was a Local Preacher, but I was the only white local preacher, indeed the only white person in the congregation. How could I raise questions about the conduct of services as an outsider and a recently-arrived one at that?
And when I thought about the situation more deeply I realised that the practices of Methodists in Botswana were inherited from missionary practice. These people, among whom I was worshipping, believed themselves to be faithful to the tradition that had been handed on to them.
So how could a conversation be provoked that would cause people to think about what they were doing and how it related to the Gospel of Christ? How could a space be created in which to think about worship – its purpose and meaning – from first principles, Jesus principles – that could cut through all these strange practices and regulations that clung so heavily around everything that was done?

There was no simple, straightforward or quick answer to that question.

Then one day a young person in the church came to me to discuss another incident that had taken place and caused some consternation. The young women, who were members of the uniformed organisation – the Young Women’s Manyano as it was known, were on a trip to the north of the country for a national gathering. The rule was that when on ‘Manyano’ business, they must be wearing their uniform.  This particular day, the group had set off very early – 4.00am – to travel the 400 kilometres to the north. One girl, instead of wearing her full uniform, had put on a Wesley Guild T-shirt instead of her official blouse.
This had become such an issue that 5 kilometres out, the minibus was stopped and the girl was ejected – seemingly without any concern about how she would get back home safely at that early hour in the morning. And this was done with the agreement, even urging of an elderly, much respected Methodist minister and his wife.
This was too much –something had to be said. I set about a campaign and found that I was not the only person to find this incident shocking. The possibility of a wider conversation about the role of rules in the church could be opened up.
Were we people of rules or people of grace?

Our lesson for today has the same sort of tension at its heart. Was a rigid interpretation of the law to be upheld or was the law of love and compassion to over-rule all laws and regulations?

Jesus provoked this discussion by his action which had a shock effect not only on the leader of the synagogue but on all gathered there. Let’s just refresh our minds about what happened.
Jesus was teaching in the synagogue – indeed this is the last recorded instance of his teaching in a synagogue. The authorities of Judaism were already nervous about this teacher from Nazareth and were watching him closely.

Jesus sees a woman who is unable to straighten up. She was living a miserable life, bent over, unable to look anyone in the eye or to have a normal conversation. The woman did not come to Jesus. The woman did not ask anything of Jesus. He saw her and had compassion on her. Laying his hands on her Jesus declared, ‘woman, you are set free from your ailment.’
We might imagine that the natural reaction to this healing would be that everyone in the synagogue would rejoice and give thanks to God.

Not a bit of it. The leader of the synagogue stands up immediately. He does not address himself to Jesus but to the crowd gathered there and he literally ‘lays down the law.’ “There are six days on which work ought to be done, come on those days to be cured, not on the Sabbath.”

What is going on here? Well I think the answer is, lots of things are going on. The leader of the synagogue has just been massively upstaged by this wandering vagabond of a rabbi, called Jesus.

Just put yourselves in his shoes. You would not be thrilled to be upstaged by a wandering preacher man, who comes into your place of worship and rides roughshod over protocol and time-honoured practice.
The leader of the synagogue is, in all likelihood, incandescent with anger ….. and fearful that this Jesus will capture the hearts of the congregation through his words and actions. So he lets out his anger in the form of a public rebuke to Jesus and backs up his words by quoting the law on the observance of the Sabbath. But, as is so often the case, he bolstered his stance by a selective use of Scripture.

Firstly he classified the healing of a human being as ‘work’ – a contestable claim at the very least. Secondly while it is true that Sabbath observance , along with circumcision, had become the core practice which distinguished Jews  from aliens and gentiles, nevertheless that itself was based on a selective reading of the Old Testament.

Some traditions stressed the Sabbath as a day of joy and a day of holiness – just the sort of day, as Jesus asserted, for releasing a women from an eighteen year old bondage..

Anyway, as ever, Jesus responded to the leader of the synagogue, in kind. ‘You hypocrites,’ he says to the whole gathered company, ‘every one of you would untie a donkey to give him a drink on the Sabbath. How then can you say that this woman should not be freed from her bondage on the Sabbath?’ At this people were shame-faced. Jesus’ words and actions had shocked them, jolted them and give them cause to think. By the end of the passage we read, ‘the whole crowd was rejoicing at all the wonderful things that Jesus was doing.’
No doubt the leader of the synagogue had slipped out of the back door!
Yet, if we recall my story at the beginning of this sermon, we should take care as we criticise the synagogue leader because we often display attitudes and actions that are closer to his than to those of Jesus.

The leader of the synagogue loved systems more than he loved people. And as Methodists we love systems – for is that not what it means to be methodical? We have a big book (here it is) – the Constitutional Practice and Discipline of the Methodist Church – in which we codify everything that comes across our path – and this that you see is only Volume II (though Volume I is smaller).

We have to take care that in amongst the need for order and organisation, we always put people before the system, or the routine or the time-honoured way of doing things. We, too, have to be careful that we do not live a life of double-standards –invoking Scripture to condemn others while disregarding both the letter and spirit of our faith, ourselves.

Someone today could invoke church practice to stop us having a retiring collection for the suffering people of Pakistan. ‘It was not announced last week as is customary,’  they might say – but surely the needs of our fellow human beings need to be met now and take precedence over our own practices? 

Jesus was clear, not just in the story we read today but throughout his ministry, ‘the Sabbath was made for people, not people for the Sabbath.’

Yes, the Church needs ways of ordering its life but these should never become so fixed and rigid that the needs of individuals are sacrificed on the altar of Church rules. When helping people, on the one hand, and obeying church rules on the other become alternatives – then something has gone terribly wrong with our faith.

Jesus came to a people whose lives were minutely regulated by laws and he came to release them from their bondage just as he released the bent-over woman from her bondage.

Jesus came to bring a different way of imagining God, not as a distant and exacting judge but as a caring father, whose concern and compassion is paramount in all he does. And so we have Jesus’ archetypal story – the Prodigal Son, or more accurately, the Compassionate Father – God as Daddy running down the road to welcome and embrace the son who was lost.

People need to be shocked when they are stuck in a system of their own making or in rigid ways of thinking so Jesus healed the bent-over woman on the Sabbath and challenged his critics by appealing to the self-same Scriptures they were using. Do we need to be shocked out of our habits, rules and ways of thinking? I hope not but we must always be on our guard lest we prefer principles and practices above people.

The Sabbath was made for people not people for the Sabbath. Coming to Church is about release from bondage not piling on yet more bondage to human rules and systems. Let Jesus always be our guide. Amen 
