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The First Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia August 25, 2019 
Rev. Sarah Weisiger Jeremiah 1:4-10; Luke 13:10-17 

Bent Out of Shape 

W.A. Ehren Tooli is angry. He is angry at what he calls our “necro-capitalistic society,” 
which he argues is more interested in the tools of death and destruction than in the well-being 
of the people.  He is angry at our government and its politicians who he says are more 
interested in short term profits than they are in long term happiness, more interested in 
placating corporations than caring for the people who make up this more perfect union. He is 
angry at what he calls the war machine, which feeds at the trough of the global economy and 
tears apart the bodies and psyches of young men and women like him and innocent civilians all 
over the world. 

So what does Ehren Tool do with all of this anger? 

He makes cups.  For the last nearly 20 years, Ehren has relentlessly created tens of 
thousands of pottery cups, each one inscribed with images and quotes addressing the pressing 
issues of war and its persistent violence, a visual cacophony intended to disrupt and to trouble 
you, but hopefully, also, to get you to think. To think about why democracy is important, and 
who it is meant to benefit most.  To think about what it means to have a military, and where the 
line between appropriate use of force and international aggression lies.  To wonder about 
capitalism and healthcare and incarceration and agriculture and to ask ourselves: are we living 
into the values that we profess as a society, or have we gotten ourselves a little bent out of 
shape? 

If you were ask Ehren Tool, it is this critical thinking part of his work that matters most.  If 
we want to hold fast to what matters most, then we need to be willing to put in the time to 
protect them from going stale or worse, being coopted. It takes effort to hold the things we 
cherish up to the light of the current moment and ask ourselves: what was it about this idea that 
was so important to those who came before me? And how can I continue to honor and live into 
those values in the present? 

Which leads us to our scripture this morning. The Gospel of Luke this morning steps into 
the middle of a live debate that had been centuries in the making within Jesus’ religious 
community, one that continues, in fact, to this day.  Since the very beginning of creation itself, 
God has commanded that, while work is good and important, rest is essential. After six days of 
creating, God rested from labor. And so, when Moses receives the law from God, included 
within it is a provision to observe a Sabbath and keep it holy. Sabbath, which means “to cease” 
or “to stop,” is sacred time away from work, a true rest that in the Bible’s telling includes not 
just the people of Israel, but their children, their servants, their animals, and even the strangers 
that live amongst them.  In another version of the commandment, God calls the people to rest in 
order to remember that, when they were slaves in Egypt, God redeemed them. 
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Now the Sabbath is a great principle. Who doesn’t love rest? But the devil is in the details. In 
order to rest, the people felt needed to know: what counts as work? During Jesus’ lifetime, the 
rabbis and the teachers argued and debated about what it meant to observe the Sabbath and 
keep it holy. They easily agreed that Sabbath was time for worshipping God, and that activities 
which interfered with taking delight in what God had already created were off limits. The only 
exceptions to the Sabbath were the following:  

• The commandment to untie livestock so that they can move freely, and 
• the mandate to save a human life that is in danger. 

The work of defining work, however, continued to simmer, and in fact became a job in itself.  
In our text this morning Jesus steps right into the thick of it.  It is the Sabbath morning, and he 
has been invited to teach at the synagogue.  Right there in the middle of his sermon, as he is 
teaching the people, he sees a woman bent over, her spine contorted by an injury that prevents 
her from standing up straight. And rather than continuing with his teaching, he stops. Without 
missing a beat, Jesus calls her forward, places his hands on her back, and she is healed.  Her 
back is made straight, and she raises her hands to the heavens praising God. 

It’s a pretty amazing moment.  I wonder what it must have been like to be in that synagogue 
and see such a miracle before my own eyes.  But of course, we don’t have to wonder what it 
was like, because the author of Luke tells us that no sooner had the woman’s back been made 
straight than the leadership of the synagogue steps up to the front of the room with a rather 
gruff reminder that Sabbath is a time for worship, which most certainly does not include 
healing. Because healing is work, and God has called us to rest on the Sabbath. Get healed on 
the other six days of the week, he says. 

In my imagination, you could have heard a pin drop as the people waited to see what might 
happen next. 

And I find myself wondering: whose side are we on?  What would we have done if Jesus 
had shown up to preach here and, in the middle of his sermon, he had gone off script? Even if it 
was to heal a wounded person, would we be pleased? Because don’t get me wrong, I love a 
good miracle, but I am Presbyterian, and we spent a lot of time working on this worship order. 

Because make no mistake: Jesus is challenging Sunday morning in this text. He is issuing a 
direct critique of the way in which God’s people engage in worship. He is interrupting the 
carefully crafted order of the Lord’s Day in the Lord’s sanctuary in order to provide healing to 
one of God’s people.  So I ask us again: if Jesus were here today, in this sanctuary, would we be 
pleased when he interrupted our carefully crafted order for, really, anything?  Even a healing?  
Might we look at our watches and wonder—how long is this going to take? 
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In “Life Together,” the theologian and pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes: 

“We must be ready to allow ourselves to be interrupted by God. God will be 
constantly crossing our paths and canceling our plans by sending us people with claims 
and petitions. We may pass them by, preoccupied with our more important tasks. . . . It 
is a strange fact that Christians and even ministers frequently consider their work so 
important and urgent that they will allow nothing to disturb them. They think they are 
doing God a service in this, but actually they are disdaining God’s “crooked yet straight 
path.”ii 

Our worship isn’t ordered rightly if we fail to notice the ways in which God’s people are 
being prevented in the present from true delight and worship of God. When Jesus heals that 
woman right there in the middle of worship, it is a reminder to us all: We are not whole until all 
of us are whole.  Our very souls depend upon it. 

But it is more than that. Standing in the synagogue, speaking to the people and the 
leadership, Jesus reminds us that God will always have time for us. No matter what ails you, 
lays you low, or bends you over so that you cannot see the sky—God sees you, knows you, and 
wants you to be made whole. And the work of church is to live out the commandments in such 
a way that we all can worship fully together. Because the commandments of God are not meant 
to be a fence that hems us in, but rather they are meant to be the gate that leads to freedom and 
wholeness, not just for some, but for all. 

There is a story that the preacher and teacher Fred Craddock tells a that goes like this:  

He says: 

“I used to go home to west Tennessee, where an old high school chum of mine had a 
restaurant. I called him Buck. I’d go home for Christmas and say, “Merry Christmas, Buck,” and 
I’d get a piece of chess pie and cup of coffee free. Every year it was the same. One year, I went 
in, “Merry Christmas, Buck.” And he said, “Lets go for coffee.” I said, “what’s the matter? Isn’t 
this the restaurant?” He said, “I don’t know. Sometimes I wonder.”  We went for coffee. We sat 
there and pretty soon he said, “did you see the curtain?” I said, “Buck, I saw the curtain, I 
always see the curtain.” 

What he meant by curtain is this: they have a number of buildings in that little town; they’re 
called shotgun buildings. They’re long buildings and have two entrances, front and back. One’s 
off the street, and one’s off the alley, with a curtain and the kitchen in the middle. His restaurant 
is one of those. If you’re white, you come in off the street; if you’re black, you come in off the 
alley.  

He said, “did you see the curtain?” I said, “I saw the curtain.” 

He said, “The curtain has to come down.” I said, “Good. Bring it down.” 
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He said, “That’s easy for you to say. Come in here from out of state and tell me how to run 
my business.” I said, “Okay, leave it up.” 

He said, “I can’t leave it up.” I said, “well take it down.”  

“I can’t take it down.” 

He’s in terrible shape. After a while he said, “If I take that curtain down, I lose a lot of my 
customers. If I leave that curtain up, I lose my soul.”iii 

If you ask Ehren Tool what he is up to, he will tell you “I just make cups.” And Buck just 
takes down curtains. And Jesus just heals a woman. But we know that it is more than that.  Each 
of them is asking the question: what are the values that are worth preserving?  What do my 
most deeply cherished beliefs and ideals require of me right now in this present moment? And 
they are willing to see those values through.  Even if it causes disagreement, or division, or 
more. 

Friends, we live in a moment where there is plenty to reflect on.  So many of the things that 
we believe are essential to our identities as Americans and as Christians seem to be up for 
debate. Others even seem to be under threat. Perhaps we would do well to set aside our 
Sabbath rest for deep and earnest reflection, so that we might begin to see, with God’s help, a 
way forward, out of division and pain and suffering, and into the healing arms of God.  

The grass withers, and the flower fades, but the word of God endures forever. Amen. 
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