22nd August 2010
Pointing Finger
Readings:
Isaiah 58:9-14 

 9 Then you will call, and the LORD will answer;
       you will cry for help, and he will say: Here am I.
       "If you do away with the yoke of oppression,
       with the pointing finger and malicious talk, 

 10 and if you spend yourselves in behalf of the hungry
       and satisfy the needs of the oppressed,
       then your light will rise in the darkness,
       and your night will become like the noonday.

 11 The LORD will guide you always;
       he will satisfy your needs in a sun-scorched land
       and will strengthen your frame.
       You will be like a well-watered garden,
       like a spring whose waters never fail.

 12 Your people will rebuild the ancient ruins
       and will raise up the age-old foundations;
       you will be called Repairer of Broken Walls,
       Restorer of Streets with Dwellings.

 13 "If you keep your feet from breaking the Sabbath
       and from doing as you please on my holy day,
       if you call the Sabbath a delight
       and the LORD'S holy day honourable,
       and if you honour it by not going your own way
       and not doing as you please or speaking idle words,

 14 then you will find your joy in the LORD,
       and I will cause you to ride on the heights of the land
       and to feast on the inheritance of your father Jacob."
       The mouth of the LORD has spoken.
Luke 13:10-17

A Crippled Woman Healed on the Sabbath

 10On a Sabbath Jesus was teaching in one of the synagogues, 11and a woman was there who had been crippled by a spirit for eighteen years. She was bent over and could not straighten up at all. 12When Jesus saw her, he called her forward and said to her, "Woman, you are set free from your infirmity." 13Then he put his hands on her, and immediately she straightened up and praised God. 

 14Indignant because Jesus had healed on the Sabbath, the synagogue ruler said to the people, "There are six days for work. So come and be healed on those days, not on the Sabbath."

 15The Lord answered him, "You hypocrites! Doesn't each of you on the Sabbath untie his ox or donkey from the stall and lead it out to give it water? 16Then should not this woman, a daughter of Abraham, whom Satan has kept bound for eighteen long years, be set free on the Sabbath day from what bound her?"

 17When he said this, all his opponents were humiliated, but the people were delighted with all the wonderful things he was doing.
Sermon
The Assington village magazine had a helpful article recently, explaining why men are no good at 'agony aunt (or uncle)' columns.  A woman, Jane, wrote in to one such column run by a bloke and said that she'd come to the end of her tether with her marriage.  She'd had a terrible day the day before, her husband was as lazy and demanding as ever, always left her to do all the housework, sort out the children, as well as hold down a job herself, he never bought her flowers or remembered birthdays and anniversaries - and it was time to leave him.  Alas, when she walked out on him that day, the car stalled, didn't restart, and she couldn't get further than the end of the drive. 

  

The helpful advice from the man supposedly offering care and concern began, 'Dear Jane, Your situation is not uncommon, and I do feel for you.  There are a number of reasons why your car might have stalled...' 

  

A completely inappropriate response. 

  

And both today's readings are about just that - about us making inappropriate responses. 

I started thinking about this sermon early last week, but found it impossible to settle into the task until Thursday afternoon - by which time we knew Michael's 'A' level results.  Before then, there was just too much at stake, and I have to say, Isaiah was proving to be very uncomfortable reading...
"You will cry for help (and I was praying very hard), and the Lord will say: 'Here am I. If you do away with the pointing finger and malicious talk, then your light will rise in the darkness, and your night will become like the noonday.'" 

  

Of course I was fully confident that all would be well, but there was also just the tiniest part of me that was preparing for the worst - and then I was going to do just what Isaiah was telling me not to, to wag a finger furiously at Michael and tell him that he should have tried harder, played less on the X-Box, listened to his mother, paid more attention in class, and so on.  So how could I preach with any integrity on a passage that was telling me to stop getting so wound up and not be what I was thinking of being?  So I tried to avoid Isaiah by walking away.  Unfortunately, Isaiah insisted on coming with me, and so I tried to put my finger wagging plans to one side and remain calm-ish (the boys might not agree).  I tried to adjust my response to what I was feeling and trust that all would come good in the end - and it has.  "If you do away with the pointing finger and malicious talk, then your night will become like the noonday."  Lots of prayers have been answered and the darkness of uncertainty has given way to daylight. 

  

And then I saw some more news on the plight of millions of people in Pakistan and realised that I wasn't the only finger pointer around. 

  

The news I saw was commenting on the difficulty the UN has had in getting a sympathetic response to the crisis on the same scale as it has had for past disasters - the Boxing Day tsunami and the earthquake in Haiti, for example.  Because of some finger-pointing that has raised worries about Taliban sympathies, it's thought that money from the West hasn't been as forthcoming as in the past - and paradoxically, because of Muslim fears that Pakistan is co-operating to much with the West, large contributions from that region have also not materialised.  Everyone's got something to say about Pakistan, but in the meantime, the homeless are still homeless, the starving are still starving, and the diseases still spreading. 

  

Isaiah's uncomfortable words bite again, "If you spend yourselves on behalf of the hungry and satisfy the needs of the oppressed, then the Lord will guide you always; he will satisfy your needs and will strengthen your frame." 

  

If you're worried about your own situation, your own problems, the best response is to look out for others, not to retreat into your own world and put up the barriers.  In the current economic crisis there are those who believe we should spend more in order to cut the deficit - which is a bit of a paradox, and I don't know who's right.  But I do know that with God, spending yourself for the sake of others is the way to find hope and security for yourself.  Leaving behind the prejudices, worries, jealousies and hurts that make us defensive is the way to bring love, hope, joy and peace to others - as well as ourselves. 

  

All of us are holding onto something that makes us want to go up to someone or some organisation or even God himself, point our finger and say what we really think, but it's not helpful - to anyone, and we need to let go. 

  

In the New Testament passage, we heard a story about two people who were crippled.  One needed her back straightened - easy enough for someone like Jesus.  The other needed his wagging finger fixed - and that was a miracle Jesus found much harder to perform.  

  

"Jesus put his hands on the woman, and immediately she straightened up and praised God. Indignant because Jesus had healed on the Sabbath, the synagogue ruler said to the people, 'There are six days for work. So come and be healed on those days, not on the Sabbath.'" 

  

The synagogue ruler missed everything, his pointing finger and malicious tongue was a completely inappropriate response to the situation.  The woman managed to praise God, but this chap was just worried about rules for the Sabbath.  At the very least, he might have said, 'Wow! That's amazing, incredible - but don't you realise that it's the Sabbath?'
I can't imagine a time when it would be inconvenient to witness this sort of a miracle. 

  

So how about asking for one now? 

  

There may not be anyone here who's been crippled like this woman was for eighteen years, but there are plenty here who have been crippled like the synagogue ruler - and you already know that I'm one of them.  We can ask Jesus to perform another miracle this morning and help us all to let go of things that are preventing us from making a godly response to the situation we face - whatever that might be. 

  

Of course there are some bad people in Pakistan, of course there were God-given rules about the Sabbath, of course you have suffered injustice, it wasn't your fault and it is unfair, but Albert Einstein once said, 'We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking we used when we created them.' 

  

When the 'Truth and Reconciliation Commission' was set up after apartheid in South Africa, people started trying to do what Isaiah said, but using the same finger and some tongue as before - and Nelson Mandela and others had to work really hard to say, 'We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking we used when we created them.' 

  

It's time to try things differently, to try things God's way and see that Isaiah was right...
"If you do away with the yoke of oppression, with the pointing finger and malicious talk, and if you spend yourselves on behalf of the hungry and satisfy the needs of the oppressed, then your light will rise in the darkness, and your night will become like the noonday. The Lord will guide you always; he will satisfy your needs in a sun-scorched land and will strengthen your frame." 

  

That sounds like good news to me. 

RK 

