
Dear God, to see Thee is the end and the beginning.  Thou carriest us, and Thou 

goest before, Thou art the journey and the journey’s end.  Amen. 

 

Scene from The Witches of Eastwick, John Updike… 

2 characters discuss Brenda, recently separated from her clergy husband, Ed,  

who has skipped town. 

“They have encouraged her to put in for Ed’s position at the church  

and become the new Unitarian minister…” 

“But she’s not ordained!...” 

“No, but she is in the parsonage…and making her the new minister  

might be more graceful than getting her to leave…” 

“But can she preach?  You do have to preach.” 

“Oh, I don’t think that would be any real problem.  Brenda has wonderful posture.” 

 

Light and darkness, deserts and springs of water,  

ancient ruins and modern cities, things that are shaken  

and things that cannot be shaken, freedom and bondage, fear and delight –  

these are the contrasting images that pour forth from all 3 readings this morning.   

It feels as if we are standing under a waterfall, raining down metaphors.   

I’m a big fan of contrasts –  

because that is one of the things I believe to be true about God –  

God is light and dark, judgment and mercy, transcendence and immanence –  

and we in turn are full of opposites and inconsistences  

that make us both endearing and maddening to those around us  

and maybe to God too!   

 

The readings from Luke and Isaiah this morning work together  

to send a strong, clear message about who God is and how we are to live.   

Let’s start with the gospel.   

Here we have one of the accounts of a healing by Jesus.   

In this case, he meets a woman who has been crippled for 18 years.   

She is completely bent over but after Jesus lays hands on her, 

she stands up straight and begins to praise God.   

Now, although it seems that Jesus was welcome to teach in the synagogue  

on the Sabbath, he was not welcome to heal on the Sabbath  

because Jewish law defined healing as work.   

When the rabbi reprimands Jesus for healing this woman on the Sabbath,  

Jesus points out that even observant Jews make sure their animals  

have enough water to drink on the Sabbath!   

So, if it’s OK to make sure your animals don’t die of thirst,  



it certainly seems reasonable to heal this woman and free her  

from the bondage she had been living in.   

The point here, which is the point Jesus makes over and over again in the Gospels 

is that the Jews then, we now, have a tendency  

to make religion more about obeying often arbitrary rules than about giving life.  

Richard Rohr calls the rules and rituals of religions, diversionary matters, 

diversionary matters, because they focus on side issues and not the real issues.  

Rohr says, “Much of religion became moralistic,  

piously and falsely sacrificial about many small things.   

I guess we thought this pleased Jesus –  

who actually saw through it all and denied any idealization  

of sacrifice or false generosity… 

sacrifice usually leads to a well-hidden sense of entitlement  

and perpetuates the vicious circle of merit.”   

Our False Selves love rules and restrictions because they set up  

a system of achievement and when we follow them perfectly,  

we think we are good and worthy of God’s love.   

But of course the truth is entirely different from those systems.   

There is nothing we can do to earn God’s love.   

God just loves us, pure and simple, and God hates,  

God really hates exclusive, “I’m good, you’re not” sort of systems,  

the kind the church has excelled at for centuries.   

As Rohr notes, “religion can significantly delay the emergence of the True Self,” 

or to put it another way, religion can lead us away from rather than towards God.      

 

And the passage from Isaiah 58 this morning circles around this same theme:   

“If you remove the yoke form among you…” 

If you remove the pointing of the finger,  

that pointing finger that accuses people  

of not doing what we or the system says they should,  

or those fingers that are so quick and effective  

at separating one group from another.   

Can’t you just see the rabbi of the synagogue pointing his finger at Jesus  

when he denounced him for doing work on the Sabbath? 

Isaiah says, “If you remove the speaking of evil…”  

the small-minded, petty tribalism, the us v. them mentality,  

and replace them with meeting the needs of those who don’t have enough,  

then what will happen???   

“Your darkness will become light, your deserts will flower,  

your bones will be strong, you will ride upon the heights of the earth.”   



God is just pouring upon us all kinds of richness and beauty  

but we need big, expansive minds to see it.   

We can’t see it with narrow minds and hearts that are focused  

only on right and wrong, who’s in and who’s out.  

Our job is not to be morality police.   

Our job is to transform ourselves and the world,  

to seek out and nurture relationships that make a difference.   

Faithfulness “has never been a matter of following rules  

but of honoring relationships – with aliens as well as kin,  

with enemies as well as allies.   

The Torah of Moses and the torah of Jesus both agree on that.”  (BB Taylor) 

 

What is binding upon us is our relationships. 

The 10 Commandments, yes, are rules, but they aren’t rules  

just to test our obedience or a list to be checked off.   

They are rules rooted in relationship.   

They help us to treat each other better.   

When we stop pointing fingers, when we allow God to guide and feed us  

then we can begin to do God’s work in the world. 

We shall, as Isaiah says, be the repairers of the breach,  

the restorers of the streets to live in.   

We shall be tikkum olam, that lovely phrase in Hebrew  

which is connected to this vision in Isaiah –  

repairers of the world.   

Tikkun olam has become a central and rallying cry in some branches of Judaism.   

We are the workers who look for the breaches, the gaps –  

who has no food, who has no medical care, who is suffering –  

and are called to create or to build up what has been torn down or is not working.  

We are the ones scouting the walls, looking for the weak places,  

the places where the foundations are shaky and then called to repair them.    

We are God’s repairmen.   

Our call is repair the world, to bring it to its perfection.   

Restorers of the streets to live in.   

That phrase has stayed with me this week, especially in thinking  

about all the homeless encampments,  

all the violence that has taken place on the streets of our cities.   

How wonderful to be restorers rather than destroyers. 

The streets of our cities need us.  

 

 



The Kabbalah, the mystical branch of Judaism  

that is concerned with the relationship between the infinite God  

and the finite creation,  

interprets the call to be repairers of the breach in this way.    

In the beginning, God changed part of God’s self into vessels of light  

and used those vessels to create the world.   

These vessels shattered and their shards became sparks of light  

trapped within the material of creation.   

Prayer releases these sparks and allows them to reunite with God’s essence.   

Good deeds, repairing the breaches, restoring the streets,  

are other ways that we connect with God’s goodness and light 

and allow our light to shine.   

They are stepping stones on the path to doing nothing less  

than bring the universe to its perfection – tikkum olam.   

God doesn’t think small.  God thinks BIG. 

Nothing less than perfection will satisfy God and we are the ones,  

the repairers and restorers, who are called to make that perfection real.     

 

I recently found a wonderful quote by Martin Luther  

that speaks to this much better than I can: 

This life, therefore, is not righteousness but growth in righteousness, 

Not health but healing 

Not being but becoming 

Not rest but exercise. 

We are not yet what we shall be but we are growing toward it, 

The process is not yet finished but it is going on, 

This is not the end but it is the road. 

All does not yet gleam in glory but all is being purified. 
       (Beyond Business as Usual, p. 79) 

 

           
 


