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Luke 13:10-17

Now he was teaching in one of the synagogues on the sabbath. And just then there appeared a woman with a spirit that had crippled her for eighteen years. She was bent over and was quite unable to stand up straight. When Jesus saw her, he called her over and said, "Woman, you are set free from your ailment." When he laid his hands on her, immediately she stood up straight and began praising God. But the leader of the synagogue, indignant because Jesus had cured on the sabbath, kept saying to the crowd, "There are six days on which work ought to be done; come on those days and be cured, and not on the sabbath day." But the Lord answered him and said, "You hypocrites! Does not each of you on the sabbath untie his ox or his donkey from the manger, and lead it away to give it water? And ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham whom Satan bound for eighteen long years, be set free from this bondage on the sabbath day?" When he said this, all his opponents were put to shame; and the entire crowd was rejoicing at all the wonderful things that he was doing.

__________
Here’s a question for you.  How relevant is church to our lives today?  I recently helped debate that question at a seminar where there were both clergy and lay people.  As you might imagine, the question struck fear into the hearts of the clergy who have noticed dwindling church attendance, and guilt into the heart of lay people who have had no trouble finding things to do other than to be at church.  The answer we all came to, sadly, was that church doesn’t seem very relevant anymore.
The bigger issue, though, is: why not?  What has changed in our culture between today and that time when going to church wasn’t a choice but a given?  Well, just about everything has changed from something as revolutionary as technology to something as benign as the addition of evening weekend services!
What we all realized at that seminar was that Sunday is no longer considered special or sacred.  It has become like any other day of the week giving families plenty of options as to how to spend it.  And the option of going to church is just one of many competing for our time.  It’s nostalgic to remember when Sundays were reserved for church and for families and for those lucky enough to have one: porch time.  Hardly anything was open.  But these days, hardly anything is closed and just about anything goes.     

So it’s hard for us to imagine that there were actually laws governing how Jews in Jesus’ day spent their Sabbath.  We heard about it this morning in Luke’s gospel.   Rabbinic laws were strict about keeping the Sabbath holy.  The Sabbath was meant to be a day of rest for everyone, including servants, children, and even animals.  And rest, it was thought, would allow the opportunity to reflect on life, family, blessings and God (Lectionary Homiletics Volume XXI, Number 5 p. 31).  
As you know, the Pharisees were keepers of the law, and when Jesus healed the bent-over woman in the synagogue, he was clearly in violation of Sabbath Law because only emergencies could be attended to on the Sabbath.  Since the woman had been crippled for 18 years, her condition was considered chronic, not critical which prompted the leader of the synagogue to remind her that: “There are six days on which work ought to be done” he said.  “Come on those days and be cured, and not on the Sabbath day” (Luke 13:14). 

Anyone listening to such a rebuke would have thought that the woman had come to the synagogue specifically to seek out and be healed by Jesus.  But that wasn’t the case at all.  Jesus spotted her and called her over to him – not the other way around. 


And, of course, the rebuke itself, was totally misplaced.  Can you imagine someone, especially someone in a religious leadership position, caring more about the details of the law instead of the miracle of healing he had just witnessed?  Don’t you think he could have just for a moment, been happy for the woman who stood up straight for the first time in 18 years?  What was wrong with him? 
What was wrong is that the synagogue leader was a product of his day just as we are products of our day.  He was charged with upholding the smallest, strictest detail of the laws and he had taken his charge to such an extreme that the keeping of the Sabbath had become a burden to him.  If he didn’t think he was doing work on the Sabbath by policing and judging everyone who came in and out of the synagogue then he needed to think again about what the term “work” really meant.     
Jesus, however, saw right through the leader’s attempt to wield his religious and legal authority, and he called him on it.  “You hypocrite,” he said which was a way to level the playing field of its power.  “You wouldn’t think twice about leading one of your animals to water on a Sabbath,” Jesus said, “yet you criticize me for healing a human being, a daughter of Abraham” (Luke 13:15-16).   He was calling into question the Pharisees willingness to put the welfare of an animal before that of a human being.  He was calling into question their priorities.   
Keeping the letter of the law had become such a priority for the Pharisees that they couldn’t see that some of the laws they were upholding no longer made sense.   Maybe they didn’t want to see it because it would have stripped them of the power they had over peoples’ lives - the power to tell them what they could and could not do, especially on the Sabbath.  
Maybe power trumped compassion as a priority.  And maybe it’s priorities – the things we deem most important in our lives, the things that get the most of our time and attention – maybe it’s these priorities are the link between our world and the world of the Pharisees, the link that makes their world relevant to ours; the link that helps us learn something.         
It was Saturday evening and for just a few brief minutes, everyone in the family was gathered at the kitchen table.  Although she hesitated to do so because she knew what the answer would be, she asked: “Would anyone like to go to church with me tomorrow morning?”  There was an awkward silence but then her husband spoke up that he would need to spend Sunday morning cutting the grass before the rain came in later that day.  Her 18-year old son said that he had stayed up late too many nights and was really looking forward to sleeping in on Sunday.  Her 15-year old daughter reminded her that she had a major project due on Monday and needed all day Sunday to get it ready to turn in.  Her 12-year old son was about to say that he would go with her until he remembered that the coach of his little league team had called for a special practice on Sunday morning starting at 10:00, and oh, by the way, he would need someone to drive him to it.  
Sounds like a pretty typical all-American family doesn’t it?  Where is the relevance of being at church for them?  Have they, in fact, prioritized it right out of their lives?  What would they need in this day and age to make church relevant enough for them that they would make spending time there a priority?  Make the service interactive by setting up screens and speakers; offer more services during the weekend; speak only in sound bites; offer a variety of music; build a basketball court; set up kiosks for fast food, banking and Starbucks?    
Is that what it takes?  Will that bring the people back?  And if so, what does that really say about what “church” is other than something that vaguely resembles a movie theater, a gymnasium or a shopping mall.  Is that really how to fix the relevance problem?  

Fixing it, I believe, has everything to do with reordering our list of priorities; and it’s sad that the opportunity to reflect on life, family, blessings and God doesn’t top that list any more.  I realize reflecting is too passive for many people today and that it doesn’t make us feel like we’ve accomplished anything.  The benefits of it can’t be measured which renders it useless in a highly competitive world.  
The Pharisees were driven by a desire to live by the letter of the law to the point where it became absurd.  And Jesus called them on it; but they still didn’t get it.  Our world is driven by a desire to do more, to be more, to accomplish more, to make more.  And if Jesus were here to call us on it, we probably wouldn’t get it, either. 
I think there will always be times when church is relevant such as for baptisms, confirmations, weddings and funerals and maybe even during Christmas and Easter; and for critical times, too - sickness, sadness, death and disaster.  It’s those in-between times, those ordinary times when things are going smoothly that we find that maybe church no longer speaks to us, nourishes us or uplifts us; that going to church is no more than just going through the motions.  So does that mean the model of doing church is broken or that we are broken?       
 It’s probably some of both.  I’m not sure church has changed as much as the fact that we are the product of a changing culture.  Yet the one thing that doesn’t change – the constant that transcends time and culture - is Christ; and if church is the body of Christ, then maybe what we are saying is that Christ is no longer relevant to our lives today – that something or someone else has taken his place at the top of our list of priorities.  That’s not surprising, though since we humans have a long history of allowing that to happen.  It seems to be a chronic condition that causes us, like the bent-over woman in Luke’s story, to have our faces to the ground.  If we get our priorities straight before our condition becomes critical, then maybe we will once again be able to look heavenward and be healed by the very light of life.  
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