ELEVENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

August 21, 2022
Bethlehem Lutheran Church, Lanesboro
FIRST READING: Isaiah 58:9b-14

PSALM 103:1-8

SECOND READING: Hebrews 12:18-29

GOSPEL: Luke 13:10-17

To all of you who are loved by God and called to be saints: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ (Rom 1:7).

The young couple was pouring over a book of names, carefully considering each name and studying its origin and meaning.  They're having a baby, and they know their choice of name could mean a great deal to their child.

Here is an example of what I’m talking about:  A pregnant woman gets in a car accident and falls into a deep coma.  She’s asleep for nearly six months.  When she wakes up, she realizes that she’s no longer pregnant and frantically asks the doctor about her baby.

The doctor replies, "Ma'am you had twins!  A boy and a girl.  Your brother came in and named them."

The woman thinks, "Oh no, not my brother!"  She asks the doctor, "Well, what's the girl's name?"

"Denise."

"Wow, that's not a bad name,’ she thinks.  “I like it!  What's the boy's name?"

"Denephew."

Regardless of the circumstances of our birth, most of us don’t get to pick our own names.  Instead, our names pick us.  Our parents give us our proper names.  Other people give us nicknames that can stick with us for years.
Among his college fraternity brothers, Kerry was known as “Slippery” or “Slip” for short.  He earned this affectionate nickname because he was small and skinny, which made him a fast runner and a good soccer player.

But sometimes nicknames represent our cruelty toward others, rather than our admiration.  One of my favorite movies is the PBS mini-series, Anne of Green Gables.  When Anne Shirley, the orphan girl, is adopted by a spinster and her brother and comes to live at Green Gables, she’s excited to attend school for the first time.  But on her first day, Gilbert Blye, the star student and all-around good guy, teases Anne about her red hair.  He pulls her braid and laughingly calls her “Carrots.”  What Gilbert doesn’t know is that Anne hates her red hair.  She’s mortified by his teasing and she vows to shun him for the rest of her life.  For years Anne sticks to her vow.  She ignores Gilbert’s many acts of kindness and she misses out on what could have been a beautiful friendship.

At the end of the series, Anne finally forgives Gilbert and lets go of the pain caused by his thoughtless teasing.

Have you ever known that pain – the pain of a name that hurts, traps, and cuts to the heart?  Then, like Anne Shirley, you know that it makes a lot of difference how we’re named.
Today's gospel is a story about a woman.  In my Bible she’s called "the bent over woman."  How would you like to be immortalized in Scripture that way?  She had been bent over, staring at the ground, for eighteen years.  She doesn't appear to have a name to anyone in town.  When they saw her, creeping down the street, they didn't say "Here comes Mary," or "Look, it's Elizabeth."  They said, "Here comes that bent woman, that crippled woman."
That was her name and in her name was her destiny.  She was stooped over, bearing upon her shoulders an invisible yet very heavy burden; the burden of being different, the burden of not looking like everyone else, the burden of not being able to do what everyone else can do.
She’s there, I think, for everyone who has ever been stuck with a negative name.  She’s the poster child for everyone who has ever been called stupid or ugly or lazy or – you fill in the blank.
Then she meets Jesus.  And notice how Jesus refers to her.  First, Jesus heals her, and that's wonderful.  For the first time in many years, she’s able to stand up straight.  But just as wonderful is the way Jesus speaks to her; what Jesus says about her.  He doesn’t call her disabled, or hindered, or a victim, though from most points of view, she is.  Rather, Jesus calls her "a daughter of Abraham."
What does that mean?  Abraham was the great, great-grandfather of Israel.  Abraham was the one received a promise one starry night.  God promised to make a great nation from Abraham, a nation through which all the nations of the earth would be blessed.  Jesus is reminding this woman, who has suffered so much for so long, that she is a daughter of Abraham.  She’s an heir to the blessings of God.  What’s more, as a daughter of Abraham, she’s called to be a blessing to the rest of the world.  She’s meant for more than cruel labels.  She’s part of God's great plan of salvation.
Now she stands up straight.  Even if her back hadn’t been healed by Jesus, I think his words would have made her stand a little straighter.  Her life has been caught up in God's promises to the world.  Her life has been renamed, not as a long story of handicap and sadness, but as part of the great story of God's redemption.
In the same way, Jesus wants to name each one of us.  He won’t let us settle for the names the world wants to lay on us.  We are daughters and sons of Abraham.  We are called and sent by God who chooses not to work alone.  Our lives count for something because Christ makes our lives count.
This is what our baptism is all about.  Sometimes we think of baptism merely as a name-giving ceremony, a christening.  Parents have chosen a name for their baby, “Andrew” or “Annalyse,” “John” or “Jennifer,” and in baptism that name is given to the child.  But when we’re baptized, we receive a much more important name: the name “Christian.”  When we’re baptized, we begin growing into that name and living into God's gracious will for us.  In short, baptism is about becoming a child of God, a son or a daughter of promise.

Of course, we shouldn’t overlook the fact that not everyone was impressed when Jesus healed that crippled woman.  The leader of the synagogue criticized Jesus for performing a work of healing on the day of rest. He said 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" (v. 14).
Jesus responds, "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?" (v. 15).
The people nod their heads yes, admitting that they do this.
"And ought not this woman, whom Satan bound for 18 long years, be set free from this bondage on the Sabbath day?" (v. 16).
Again, they nod, realizing that he's right.
Sabbath day or not, there's nothing wrong with celebrating a healing and a victory over hypocrisy.  When a woman who has suffered for 18 years is healed, shame on anyone who gets hung up on regulations about Sabbath-keeping.  Jesus knows that God's focus is on the needs of the woman, not on the letter of the law.  He once told the Pharisees, “’You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’  This s the greatest and first commandment.  And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’”  Jesus was clear that his mission was to bring good news to the poor, release to the captives, and freedom to the oppressed (4:18).
Jesus asked, "Ought not this woman be set free from this bondage on the Sabbath day?" (v. 16). The answer at the time was "yes," and the answer today is still "yes."
In a synagogue in Galilee, Jesus freed the oppressed and spoke truth to power.  He healed a crippled woman and put his opponents to shame.  Today, Jesus challenges us to do the same thing, with the same boldness that he showed to the crowd and to the leader of the synagogue.
Sisters and brothers in Christ, each and every one of you is a son or daughter of Abraham.  Your name, whatever else your family, friends and the world may call you, is "Christian."  So, stand up straight, act like a disciple of the name that is above every other name (Phil 2:9), worship God with reverence and awe, give food to the hungry, satisfy the needs of the afflicted, be a light in the darkness, and a spring of water in the desert.  Amen
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