Jeremiah 1:4-10

4Now the word of the Lord came to me saying, 5“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.” 6Then I said, “Ah, Lord God! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a boy.” 7But 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, 8Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you, says the Lord.” 9Then 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. 10See, today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms, to pluck up and to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant.”

Luke 13:10-17

Now he was teaching in one of the synagogues on the Sabbath. 11And 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. 12When Jesus saw her, he called her over and said, “Woman, you are set free from your ailment.” 13When he laid his hands on her, immediately she stood up straight and began praising God. 14But 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.” 15But 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? 16And 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?” 17When 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.
Why Did I Just  Do That?
Every culture, every nation, engages in some forms of ritual behavior. A common example is a birthday – we have cake with candles in it, we sing “Happy Birthday,” and the birthday girl or boy blows out the candles, then everyone eats cake. It’s a fun ritual, and such a part of our culture that we would be ashamed or embarrassed if we forgot to get a cake, and we would scrounge around for a Twinkie or a donut, plant a candle in it, and start singing “Happy Birthday,” right? Another important ritual that we participate in is performed at the beginning of every baseball and football and basketball game, namely the singing of the National Anthem; we may not know what a rampart is, but we will tell everyone that we watched the flag gallantly streaming over said ramparts. The more important the sporting event, the more famous the celebrity singing the National Anthem. And how important this ritual is to us is evident in the emotional response that occurs when someone tampers too much with the anthem. Many of you from the Woodstock generation will remember the rendition given by Jimi Hendrix on the electric guitar, and some will say it was brilliant, and some will say it was a crime. Marvin Gaye created the same rift in 1983 when he performed the National Anthem prior to the NBA All Star Game; his fans celebrated the performance, while many considered his version to be sacrilege. This just presses the point that we should never underestimate the importance of rituals in our lives.

Some rituals we perform for no apparent reason. Consider the ritual performed by a basketball player before the free throw line. He or she dribbles the ball precisely six times before shooting a free throw. What’s the purpose? To help them focus, concentrate, and consequently shoot with greater accuracy, AND IT WORKS! Other rituals were established for good reasons, but we’ve nearly forgotten what those reasons were. We put candles in a birthday cake to honor elders – the older they are, the more candles they get – and celebrate the life of that person and the beginning of a new year, though we may not be conscious of the purpose. We sing the National Anthem before a sporting event to remind us that people fought and died so that we could be enjoying the freedom of playing this game today. We pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States and are reminded of the ideals for which we strive, to be one nation under God indivisible with liberty and justice for all – that’s not always true, but it’s what we strive for. 
Church services are packed with rituals: Some of them are like dribbling the basketball before a free throw – some of what we do in church has no apparent reason behind it but it nonetheless helps to reduce our stress. Other rituals were established with more precise purpose behind it. The ritual of coming to church on a Sunday has a was established for a reason; we come to worship God as a family, a community of people with common core beliefs. And these rituals help us gain a sense of identity; we are Americans, we are Christians, we are Methodists. The rituals actually serve to reduce stress as we gain a sense of identity and belonging and purpose and values.
I offer this exposition on rituals to help you appreciate the setting of today’s Gospel Lesson. Judaism is an ancient religion. It was an ancient religion two thousand years ago when Jesus was teaching in the synagogues, and you can certainly bet that the Jewish people had rituals – they have them today – some of you came to the bris of Joshua Ciarlante. That’s something that the Jews have been doing for three thousand years, and it’s full of meaning. Coming to the synagogue weekly is a ritual that has been going on for three thousand years, and all the activities that went on in the synagogue were rituals of value. Not performing work on the Sabbath was a ritual – in fact it was a step beyond ritual; it was a Law! So what kind of reaction might you expect when Jesus heals a very pitiable woman in the synagogue on the Sabbath? Don’t misread this text; it may only have been the leader of the synagogue who spoke out against Jesus, but Jesus responds to more than one person when he says, “You hypocrites.” At least some people in the synagogue took a dim view of Jesus’ breach of custom, of his breaking God’s Law. By tampering with this commandment, Jesus was tampering with the whole religion, a religion that celebrated God who had liberated them from slavery – their rituals were established to help them maintain worship of the true God who had brought them freedom from bondage, who had chosen them as his own, and who had given them a Law that would establish the Jewish people as a light to the nations if they obeyed that Law. But Jesus stands before them, breaking that Law! I want you to understand how the leader of the synagogue and his supporters felt. They had good intentions; this woman can come back tomorrow for a healing; does it have to happen on the Sabbath?  Why couldn’t Jesus wait a single day? After all, the woman has been like this for eighteen years; what’s another day? 

I share this perspective with you not only to help you appreciate why there were those who did not approve of Jesus’ ways but also to help you see that Jesus did not dismiss Jewish custom or ritual. True he heals this woman on the Sabbath, a day when you’re not supposed to do any work in order that you praise God and reflect upon your blessings, but where is Jesus when he heals her? In the synagogue, where any good, ritual-loving, God-fearing, Law-abiding Jew should be on the Sabbath. I’ve heard many a Christian use this story or similar stories of Jesus “breaking the Law” to dismiss the importance of all religious custom. “Jesus was a renegade, and organized religion is what killed him.” Well Jesus was religious – he not only attended synagogue; he was a preacher! 

And he adhered to the Law of Moses the way any good Jew would have adhered to it, BUT HE WAS PERCEPTIVE ENOUGH TO UNDERSTAND THAT THE LAW WAS NOT AN END IN AND OF ITSELF. A ritual is performed to bring our attention to something greater – our principles, our bravery, our values, our ideals. A law is obeyed to establish something greater than the law itself; justice, peace, respect among people, or the glorification of God. We come to church, we sing praises, we say prayers, we give offerings not because those are our rules but because we want to glorify our God. And we send teams on missions because we care about justice and peace, we teach Sunday School because we have values and ideals that our children need to learn, we prepare meals for Project Hospitality because it’s not right that anyone should go hungry. We do these things because behind the action, behind the Law, behind the ritual, is something far greater.

This is the lesson Jesus needed to teach the people who witnessed this healing. The Sabbath Law is there to help you bring glory to God, but if you see someone suffering, are you not bringing more glory to God when you heal the one who’s suffering? If loving God means loving our neighbor, isn’t neglecting our suffering neighbor the same as neglecting God? Jesus can no more ignore the suffering of this woman than he can ignore his Father in heaven.

A similar lesson is given by God to Jeremiah. Jeremiah objects to God’s calling him at such a young age; he says, “I’m only a boy.” You see, one of the customs that Jews and nearly every other people on earth tend to observe is honoring elders. Jeremiah sees two problems with his appointment. First, no one will listen to him; he’s too young. He hasn’t reached the age where people actually give a hoot about what he says. Second, he’s afraid; if he speaks out, he will be resented by his elders who think he is a smart aleck, and that can be dangerous. God says, “don’t be afraid of those elders. I’m taking care of you. You will build up and tear down nations.” It’s true, generally speaking, that our elders possess great wisdom and should be honored, but when our elders simply use their age and status to hold others down, then someone needs to say something, Jeremiah. The rule is there to help you value the wisdom of your elders, but if those elders lack wisdom, you need to recognize that.

I want you to reflect on church. I want you to prayerfully think about the rituals, the customs, the laws that we practice here, to see the point to what we do and say, because what we do should have some meaning. I want you above all to see what is behind those rituals and customs and laws, to see God in his glory, in his will to establish his kingdom of justice and peace and love between peoples. If you felt like worship was just as boring as saying a 60 minute “pledge of allegiance,” I pray that what you learn is that there is a point to what we do. But if there is anything that we do just for the sake of doing it, something we do that no longer brings glory to God, I pray that it would end. Our God is a God who considers us his first priority, and we need to make him our first priority.

