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Texts: Jeremiah 1:4-10 • Psalm 71:1-6 • Hebrews 12:18-29 • Luke 13:10-17

Jeremiah 1:4-18
Now the word of the Lord came to me saying, “Before I formed you in the 

womb I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you; I appointed you a 
prophet to the nations.” 

Then I said, “Ah, Lord God! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a 
boy.” 

But the Lord said to me, “Do not say, ‘I am only a boy’; for you shall go to 
all to whom I send you, and you shall speak whatever I command you, Do not be 
afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you, says the Lord.” 

Then the Lord put out his hand and touched my mouth; and the Lord said 
to me, “Now I have put my words in your mouth. See, today I appoint you over 
nations and over kingdoms, to pluck up and to pull down, to destroy and to over-
throw, to build and to plant.”

The word of the Lord came to me, saying, “Jeremiah, what do you see?” 
And I said, “I see a branch of an almond tree.” 

Then the Lord said to me, “You have seen well, for I am watching over my 
word to perform it.” 

The word of the Lord came to me a second time, saying, “What do you see?” 
And I said, “I see a boiling pot, tilted away from the north.” 
Then the Lord said to me: Out of the north disaster shall break out on all 

the inhabitants of the land. For now I am calling all the tribes of the kingdoms 
of the north, says the Lord; and they shall come and all of them shall set their 
thrones at the entrance of the gates of Jerusalem, against all its surrounding walls 
and against all the cities of Judah. And I will utter my judgments against them, for 
all their wickedness in forsaking me; they have made offerings to other gods, and 
worshiped the works of their own hands. But you, gird up your loins; stand up 
and tell them everything that I command you. Do not break down before them, 
or I will break you before them. And I for my part have made you today a fortified 
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city, an iron pillar, and a bronze wall, against the whole land—against the kings of 
Judah, its princes, its priests, and the people of the land.

Psalm 71
In you, O Lord, I take refuge; let me never be put to shame.
In your righteousness deliver me and rescue me; incline your ear to me and 

save me.
Be to me a rock of refuge, a strong fortress, to save me, for you are my rock 

and my fortress.
Rescue me, O my God, from the hand of the wicked, from the grasp of the 

unjust and cruel.
For you, O Lord, are my hope, my trust, O Lord, from my youth.
Upon you I have leaned from my birth; it was you who took me from my 

mother’s womb. My praise is continually of you.

Hebrews 12:18-29
You have not come to something that can be touched, a blazing fire, and 

darkness, and gloom, and a tempest, and the sound of a trumpet, and a voice 
whose words made the hearers beg that not another word be spoken to them. 
(For they could not endure the order that was given, “If even an animal touches 
the mountain, it shall be stoned to death.” Indeed, so terrifying was the sight that 
Moses said, “I tremble with fear.” 

But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the 
heavenly Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal gathering, and to the as-
sembly of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, and to God the judge of all, 
and to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, and to Jesus, the mediator of 
a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the 
blood of Abel. See that you do not refuse the one who is speaking; for if they did 
not escape when they refused the one who warned them on earth, how much less 
will we escape if we reject the one who warns from heaven! At that time his voice 
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shook the earth; but now he has promised, “Yet once more I will shake not only 
the earth but also the heaven.” 

This phrase, “Yet once more,” indicates the removal of what is shaken — 
that is, created things — so that what cannot be shaken may remain. Therefore, 
since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us give thanks, by 
which we offer to God an acceptable worship with reverence and awe; for indeed 
our God is a consuming fire.

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 18 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 be-
gan 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.

At the heart of every Gospel lesson this question is answered in some form or 
another: What sort of God do we have?

Some time ago, I was notified of my needing to report for jury duty. And so 
I made my way downtown. I was there most of the day and was ultimately not se-
lected for the jury panel. 



Is Anything Secular Anymore? • August 21, 2016 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • Page 4

I had never been selected for a jury, which is fine, but I did ask a trusted at-
torney friend once for insight because I wondered if my being a clergy person had 
anything to do with this. My friend replied that it was his opinion that lawyers on 
both sides don’t always know what to do with us – one side thinks we will be too 
harsh and the other thinks we might be too soft. Neither knows which it is, so they 
often just strike us out.

Fine! But I wonder if that is maybe something of the dilemma people have 
about God.

Something like 90 percent of all Americans believe in God. Most everyone 
believes God exists. “Does God exist?” is not the question. Even research suggests 
that is not the question — even for millennials and spiritual “nones” we hear so 
much about. 

The tougher question is, What sort of God do we have? Vengeful? Disinter-
ested, Judgmental? Angry? Detached? Unconcerned? 

Enter, Jesus 
We find Jesus in the heart of tradition — in the synagogue teaching as a 

rabbi, on the Sabbath day. 
Jesus was not there starting a revolution to demolish the religious tradition 

of his upbringing. In fact, he worked within it. He was doing what rabbis did. He 
operated within a tradition. To be in a synagogue on the Sabbath was at the heart of 
Judaism.

He embodies a both-and, not an either-or, posture, you might say. He works 
within a tradition, but he is not enslaved by it. He is free from it, though he respects it.

Jesus does not dismiss the tradition, but works to restore its joy and true spirit.
Now, at first glance it sounds like a typical healing on the Sabbath service. 

The pattern is followed in other places. Jesus is in a public place like the synagogue, 
sees a need, has compassion, heals and makes well — and the religious authorities 
go crazy.

Consider some examples. In Mark 3 Jesus is in a synagogue teaching, and a 
man comes who has a withered hand. Jesus heals the man and the authorities go wild.
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In John 5 Jesus is at the pool of Bethseda and heals the one sick for 38 years.
A man born blind also is in John.
All on the Sabbath day
The one in today’s story follows this pattern but then makes a diversion.
Luke the beloved physician, as he was known, makes the point to say that this 

woman, as some translators offer, has a spirit of infirmity. We don’t then know if her 
ailment originated as something physical or began manifesting in this physical way 
over the course of 18 long years or what sort of event happened 18 years ago, but 
the Gospel writer wants us to know that a spirit (call it psychological, emotional, or 
something) is at work in this ailment.

We know from good modern discovery that the body is an integrated being. 
Our mind, soul, heart, spirit are intertwined together. One’s health impacts the other.

We even understand this integration of body and spirit in our language about 
it, don’t we? We say things like “He died of a broken heart,” or, “She worried herself 
sick,” or, “He is paralyzed by fear.”

Bill Moyers says that our language about these things is evidence of our in-
nate understanding that our mind and body and spirit are all bound together.

Seeing all of this in the woman of our story, Jesus takes the initiative and 
heals. She hasn’t requested it, and nothing is said about her faith. Jesus sees her and 
heals.

Think of it. All these years this woman has been stooped over such that what 
she has been looking at is the ground likely. She hasn’t looked eye-to-eye with any-
one for a very long time. At least she hasn’t seen the judgmental stares or the mock-
ing gaze, but she also has missed the empathetic ones too…until now. 

Imagine it! The first pair of eyes this woman sees in 18 years were not those 
of judgment but love and grace. Her wholeness is full and complete, and all can she 
can do in response is praise God.

If Jesus were here today, don’t you think he could see us like he saw her? 
Recognize in us the things that ail us, the things that have been done to us, or the 
things that we have done? 
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And don’t we think that with lots or little or no faith, Jesus’ compassion com-
pels him to heal.

The pattern of the other stories on the Sabbath picks up again: The religious 
authorities get upset. They are the guardians of the tradition. They are the preserv-
ers of what is. They are the ones who keep things clearly delineated for us. This is 
what belongs on the Sabbath and this is what doesn’t. This is holy, this isn’t. This is 
sacred, this isn’t. 

We recognize the religious leader’s argument, don’t we? 
We find ourselves saying or heard someone we love say, “Isn’t anything sa-

cred anymore?” Soccer on Sunday mornings, no more prayers over the intercoms at 
schools, blue laws gone for good...isn’t anything sacred anymore?

In our text is a blend and blur of the lines we so neatly draw between sacred 
and secular. The religious authority wants to keep the line clear. But one of the ques-
tions underneath our text is not the one the religious authority asks: is anything sa-
cred, but actually, is anything secular?

Jesus reminds us here that really, there isn’t a day where God’s healing doesn’t 
belong. Every day is sacred, healing belongs in every day. 

Wendell Berry wrote in a little poem, “There are no unsacred…; there are 
only sacred…and desecrated.”

Everything good is sacred, the question is only, have we supported life’s full 
sacred quality? Are we making time and space for God’s healing work each day for 
ourselves, for those we love, for those we employ, for policies we support?

The clarifying question may be something like what Howard Thurman asked 
when he said, What do our religious teachings “have to say to those who stand, at a 
moment in human history, with their backs against the wall [-- or bent over] … the 
poor, the disinherited, the dispossessed [-- the crippled woman]”?

It is on a Sabbath Day, Jesus stood in his hometown synagogue and said this:  
“the Spirit of the Lord is upon me for he has anointed me to bring good news to the 
poor, proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to set at lib-
erty those who are oppressed and to announce the year of the Lord’s favor.” 
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The Sabbath law is a gift from God as a weekly moment for rest. Deuter-
onomy 5 says in part: keep a sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do any 
work — you, or your son or your daughter, or your male or female slave, or your ox 
or your donkey, or any of your livestock, or the resident alien in your towns, so that 
your male and female slave may rest as well as you.

It is gift that is amiss in its application when donkeys are treated better than 
this daughter of Abraham on the Sabbath. The woman is not the only thing disabled 
in this story. The whole system that would tell her to wait keeps her crippled.

Here again, Jesus works within the Sabbath tradition, reinterpreting or fulfilling 
its God-given intent. What better day to set people free than the Lord’s Sabbath day?

Most of us like our lives to be predictable to our liking. I can sympathize with 
the rabbi — guest preacher healing people and everyone is running around, and we 
worked hard to create a warm and dignified worship service. 

You have heard me say, and it’s worth sharing again, the Sunday in a former 
congregation when all joy broke loose. I was in the middle of my sermon about 
loving our neighbors, and a man who I knew stood up in the middle of that well-
planned and so far well-executed service. “Macon,” I said with some anxiety, “share 
with us.” And in a succinct fashion he shared how he had known the love of God 
to be true in his experience of that church community. Macon had spent time in 
prison and upon return found the community, and he was grateful.

And all I can say is that Joy broke out in that unplanned moment.
For Jesus came to release us from captivity; free to be who God had created 

us to be, and this caused others to rejoice as well in our scripture, because they rec-
ognized that “I can never be what I ought to be until you are what you ought to be” 
(Martin Luther King Jr.).

Every moment is sacred, healing belongs until every stooped-over, fear-par-
alyzed, worried sick, broken-hearted person is seen for the beauty of their soul and 
the worth of their life.

This is the spirit of the Sabbath Day. This is the work of any day. This is the 
kind of God we have on our hands! Thanks be to God!


