
Luke: The Gospel of Amazement
Week 8: Grace, Freedom, and Redemption

Lori Lampert - 08/21/2022

The day begins. It is the Sabbath, and she is joining others in her
community at the synagogue. She has faithfully done so all her life. From
before she can remember, carried in the arms of her mother, to the time
she held the hands of her parents and swang between them as they
walked. Week after week. Year after year. She has always gone to worship.

These days her steps are very measured, deliberate, slow. Although the
street is familiar and the route the same, she cannot trust that she will
arrive safely. You see, 18 years ago she noticed that she was beginning to
stoop.

She attributed it to the hours she spent over the loom, milking the goats,
kneading the bread. The pain began subtly, just a twinge here and there.
Yet, as time passed, she found that she could no longer pull her shoulders
back, no longer hold her head up. As though her spine was caving in on
itself. And vertebrae by vertebrae, her body seemed to betray her. Now her
gaze is affixed to her own feet and the feet of others. She knows her
neighbors by their voices and their sandals.

She yearns to gaze into their eyes once again, to nod in agreement, to shrug
her shoulders as an expression of her thoughts. Instead she has learned to
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adjust, to walk carefully, slowly, at the mercy of those hurrying along with
upright postures and clear vision. Hoping they don’t brush her aside, knock
her over, trip her along her way.

This Sabbath day, she is going to hear the traveling rabbi who is passing
through on his way to Jerusalem. But she isn’t going because he is coming;
she’s going because she is faithful. No matter what has happened in her
life, no matter the challenges and changes, this is what she does every
Sabbath.

She goes to the synagogue. She prays, she sways to the musical voice of the
cantor, she pays attention to the reading of the Torah. And today she will
listen intently to the words of this man called Jesus.

Across the way, in the front of the temple, is another person, the leader of
the synagogue. He has all the prestige and respect of the congregation. He
gives oversight to the decisions, the collection of offerings, the festivals and
the holy days.. He has studied the Torah. He is asked to give his advice and
opinion on how it is to be interpreted. He holds his congregation
accountable to what he believes to be the letter of the law. It is a tight rein,
but no tighter than the one his father used and his father before him and
his father before him.

He takes seriously the law of Moses. He was raised on the ten
commandments and diligently enforces them. As leader of the synagogue
he makes sure others “remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy.” He
teaches the passages recorded in Exodus 20 that link the Sabbath to the
first creation account in Genesis. God rests after six days of labor and so
should we. Even the animals are to rest on that day.

He knows, of course, the other tradition of the Sabbath found in the scroll
of Deuteronomy. There the Sabbath is linked to the Exodus of God’s people
from oppression in Egypt. It is there that the Sabbath is spoken of in terms
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of freedom, liberty, deliverance, release. Of course he knows this tradition,
but it is not his preference. He holds to the first one, the one that brings
with it a bit more control of his congregation. A stricter interpretation. A
slightly tighter rein to steer them from wrongdoing.

He has invited Jesus, the one who is drawing multitudes throughout the
region to teach. He knows Jesus is a devout Jew. He knows Jesus is a gifted
speaker. He knows Jesus will bring in the crowds. Win, win, win.

He doesn’t know that this is the last time Jesus will teach in a synagogue
before his death. He doesn’t know that Jesus was present when the earth
was formed and the stars were thrown into the heavens. He doesn’t know
that Jesus is the Son of God, the Messiah. He doesn’t know what he doesn’t
know.

I invite you to read with me from Luke 13 beginning with the 10th verse. I
am reading from the Message version.

10-13 He was teaching in one of the meeting places on the Sabbath.
There was a woman present, so twisted and bent over with
arthritis that she couldn’t even look up. She had been afflicted
with this for eighteen years. When Jesus saw her, he called her
over. “Woman, you’re free!” He laid hands on her and suddenly she
was standing straight and tall, giving glory to God. 14 The
meeting-place president, furious because Jesus had healed on the
Sabbath, said to the congregation, “Six days have been defined as
work days. Come on one of the six if you want to be healed, but
not on the seventh, the Sabbath.” 15-16 But Jesus shot back, “You
frauds! Each Sabbath every one of you regularly unties your cow
or donkey from its stall, leads it out for water, and thinks nothing
of it. So why isn’t it all right for me to untie this daughter of
Abraham and lead her from the stall where Satan has had her tied
these eighteen years?” 17 When he put it that way, his critics were
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left looking quite silly and red-faced. The congregation was
delighted and cheered him on.

Does the writer of Luke tell us this story because once again it is a story of
Jesus caring for the outsider? The marginalized? Maybe, but notice that the
woman is in the community. She is in the synagogue. No mention is made
of her being cast out by anyone. Perhaps, as the years have passed, her
neighbors have cared for her, have grown to understand her affliction, and
have actively included her in the community.

Then is this story about the power struggle between the religious leader
and Jesus? Maybe. Luke writes that the president of the congregation was
furious, other versions say indignant. But the leader addresses his words to
the congregation, not to Jesus. He doesn’t seem upset that Jesus is healing,
just that they want him to heal on the Sabbath. And when Jesus rebuts with
words that seem to silence the leader, the debate is over.

Then it's got to be a story of a miracle. Right? Absolutely. With a word, a
touch, Jesus heals the woman and she stands straight and tall, praising and
giving glory to God.

And, this is a story of the nature and character of God revealed in Jesus
Christ. This is a story of grace. This is a story of freedom. This is a story of
redemption.

Grace. The woman does not ask for anything from Jesus. She blends in with
the others who have come to the synagogue that day. She is small—her
posture makes it impossible for her to be anything else. She is not pushing
herself forward, getting her friends to bring her closer, doing anything to
draw attention.

Yet, she is seen by Jesus. His gaze finds her in the midst of his teaching. He
stops teaching. This one, this person, is important to him. Not because of
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what she can do for him, but just because she is. Her healing is not
dependent on anything but Jesus.

Jesus calls her over. He proclaims her free.

Free. God has come in Jesus Christ to set us free. It is right and good and
permissible and important to set people free from bondage on the Sabbath.
It is a day set aside to honor God. This day, above all days, is all about being
set free.

Redeemed. Those 18 years of struggle and hardship as her body continued
to suffer, God has redeemed. In Jesus, God brings back what has been lost.
Her gaze is forward, her steps purposeful, her hopes high. Her future has
been changed from one of acceptance of her lot in life to one of praise and
glory. For Jesus has reminded her of her worth to God as God’s child. She is
a daughter of Abraham. She is of value—loved—and chosen to tell this
story for the rest of her life.

I want you to notice something else. The woman does not have a name. Nor
does the religious leader. I believe that Luke excludes their names on
purpose, so that others are included, so they can see themselves in the
story. So that this miracle includes everyone. So that it includes us.

We are the woman, weighed down by the wear and tear of life. Little by
little, year after year, the events around us make us stoop forward. Each
time we read of another incident of gun violence, another forest fire,
another death by overdose, we bend a little bit more under the weight of it
all.

We begin to focus on our own feet, where we are able to step safely. We
limit our gaze to the few feet in front of us, then just a few inches, until
finally we cannot look up toward the future. It’s not that we don’t want to,
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it’s that our careworn body rebels, simply can’t bring itself to look up and
take in the world around us.

So we adjust. We accept that the world is just screwed up. We learn to
accept that our best years are behind us and—oh well—do the next thing,
go to church, follow the path we’ve always followed, but don’t expect
anything. Try just to stay safe. It’s too painful to hope.

And we are that same woman when we encounter Jesus. Jesus shows up in
the midst of our worship through the voices of you, our huge choir.
Through the sounds of the musicians, through Holy Scripture, through the
prayers. Jesus shows up in the sunrise and sunset of every new day.

Jesus shows up and sees you and sees me. Jesus. The Son of God says to us
“you’re free.” Free from being defined by others, for you are children of
God. Free from fear, because the creator of the universe will never leave us
or forsake us. Free from oppression, because nothing—nothing—will
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus. Free.

On the other hand, you and I can also be that unnamed religious leader.
The Christian who likes rules that rein other humans in. Who likes to have
lists of expectations and clearly outlined ways we will be evaluated by God.
We especially want those same lists so that we can evaluate others. We’ve
learned one way of thinking that was handed down to us by pastors,
parents, people in authority, and that is the way it is. If it was good enough
for them, it’s good enough for us. Period.

But we are also that religious leader after he encountered Jesus. After we
meet the Lord of the Sabbath, Jesus holds up a mirror.

We begin to see ourselves and the ways that our rules and regulations hold
people away from knowing the love offered in a community of faith. After
we meet the King of Kings, he speaks back to us in love those words that we
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have used as a harness, a bridle, maybe even a whip. We truly hear
ourselves and the way in which we use parts of scriptures to prove our
point, instead of following them to the fullness and grace of God. Like that
religious leader of old, we must stand silent before the majesty of God. We
are being called to an opportunity to explore the scripture and learn love
from its words.

Our call—our charge as followers of Jesus Christ—is manifest in these two
characters. The humble, unexpectant, but deeply grateful recipient of God’s
grace, and the right-meaning but wrong-thinking person intent on best
guiding those around them.

Sunday, our Sabbath, is about God’s grace, God’s freedom. God’s
redemption lived out in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

It’s about coming before the Lord eager to learn not only what God can do
for us but what God is able to do for others. It is standing before the Lord in
praise and thanksgiving for the grace that has brought us here. The grace
that has given us a new day to love and be loved. A grace that is greater
than all our sin and invites us to participate in the kingdom of God.

And it is about taking that praise and thanksgiving we have offered to God
and bringing it into the lives of those we will encounter outside of worship.
It is receiving the grace of God and extending it to others. Sharing our time,
talents, resources without expectation. Calling the name of someone who
feels unseen or has been unheard and inviting that person into your life.
Even if only for a moment. It is about remembering how we have been
freed, and then using that knowledge to participate with God in freeing
others.

Our Sabbath is about freedom. It is remembering on the cross the mighty
act of salvation that saved you and me and people everywhere now and
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forever. It is taking that knowledge and no longer living in fear. Not fear of
death—not fear of anything—because the Lord God Almighty is with us.

And, because we are no longer afraid, we leave this experience of worship
and boldly go out. Into the service of others. We open ourselves to the
opportunities that will come to us today, tomorrow, everyday to extend our
generosity, for we are no longer afraid of not having enough. No more
hunkering down in fear—we lift up our eyes and see the needs all around
us and respond, freely.

The Sabbath is about redemption. It is about looking to the cross and
understanding the burdens that you have been carrying need to be left on
the ground before Jesus. It is taking off the weight of guilt and shame and
offering it to the Lord, the one who has come to give you life now and life
everlasting. It is walking to the tomb and seeing that it is empty. What you
thought was too big for Jesus, too much for God to forgive? The one thing
that has always haunted you and kept you from receiving God’s love? It is
gone.

The Sabbath is about choosing to live a redeemed life. Learning from your
past but not letting it define you. It is about walking into the world with
your head held high, your eyes looking forward. It’s the knowledge that you
have a story to tell, for the rest of your life, about the time you heard Jesus
call you forward and set you free.
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