Growing in Faith – “Touched, to Touch – the defining characteristic”

St. Luke 13: 10-17; Jer. 1: 4 – 10. (Psalm 71: 1 – 6) 22/8/10

If I don’t stop to let the little district bus back out into the stream of traffic in Monday morning rush hour, what was I doing in church on Sunday? Clearly his passengers need to get to work on time too. And surely God wants them to. So if God wants it, what is my responsibility?
If there is one thing that should be clear from the Bible, it is the importance of the individual human. Sure, from the time we are children we are told over and over the parables of Jesus about the shepherd searching for the one lost sheep despite having the other 99 safely in the fold, or turning the house inside out until the one lost coin is found. So we should know that each individual is so important to Christ that no matter how many people are following Him, He will not be satisfied when there is even one lost soul headed for perdition. But, given the repeated examples in the Old and New Testaments, it is surprising that we who make up the Church routinely fail to take personal responsibility for even that, even if we will join in a corporate repentance, or perhaps just a guilt trip, that “the Church” ought to be doing more to save these souls. 
Yet it is evident that we do not focus enough on how important each of us is in order for God’s plans for our world to get accomplished. That duty for each of us to serve God, to do things for Him; and the Christian’s awesome responsibility to re-present Jesus to the world in a way that maintains the integrity of His personality, completely righteous but completely caring too. We do not dwell on that personal responsibility to go and do it as an individual – and do it right. Our personal responsibility to follow Christ and facilitate the outworking and success of God’s objectives and precepts. We do not focus on how essential it is for “me” as an individual, to look out for any other individual so they can share in God’s salvation, as well as in the bountifulness of His peace, provision and protection in this world. Yet once again in our text from St. Luke this morning Jesus pulls no punches with the leaders of the synagogue on both personal aspects of this point – ‘You must not overlook the individual!’
The Bible consistently demonstrates this – the absolute value of the individual, though not when self-centred - always in the context of loving one another. The person’s importance to God, not only as an object of His love, but also as an ‘agent’ in ensuring that God’s will is done on earth, simply because God chose to act through us in this great plan. One demonstration that is very illuminating but not for the squeamish is found in the last three chapters of Judges. There we see the spiralling and far reaching, disastrous results when we think we can decide on one person being less worthy than another – in that case that the Levite’s concubine was less valuable than the Levite, though the attitude there was towards women in general, even your own daughter as compared to a male guest. But it also shows the error of putting concepts like ‘tradition’ and hospitality, as important as these are, ahead of the overriding importance of a person. You can compare this to when Lot wanted to do the same thing in the same situation, but the two angels from God would not allow it.
Another telling example is Boaz in the book of Ruth. Israel had some great laws for protecting and caring for the poor, and specifically for widows like Ruth. After all, these precepts had been passed down from God as part of God’s attempt to teach the Jews what was involved in keeping His two basic, inseparable, commandments – love God and love your neighbour as yourself. So, for example, property owners like Boaz were required to not harvest their complete field but leave some gleanings for the poor, the widows and fatherless, to come behind and harvest for themselves. And that is what Ruth went out to do, to get some food to keep her and her mother-in-law alive. But, as we know only too well, the best of laws and rules are no good if people do not obey them. And it was no less so in Ruth’s day in Israel. The book makes clear the dangers young widows faced out gleaning in those fields, despite the protection stated in the law. So we hear Boaz saying “I – I have told the men not to touch you.”  Boaz took personal responsibility to see that what God intended by those rules to provide for the needy and protect the weak were indeed carried out and allowed to accomplish what God intended. In fact, not only did he ensure that the men did not harm her and that she could get the basic gleanings that the law provided for, he saw to it that his workers would also share their water with her and leave a little more of the harvest so she and her mother-in-law could have enough.  That was what God intended. His basic commandments and rules were minimum stipulations laid down to point us in the right direction – love God, love your neighbour as yourself. There is enough for everyone. That was what Jesus reiterated also. He had come so that all of us, everyone, could have life and have it abundantly – in this world as well as the next. 
And that was what Jesus was so upset about with the ruler of the synagogue in today’s Gospel text. Unlike Boaz, who took personal responsibility to see that the spirit of God’s rules did indeed move people to honour God and love their neighbour, the leader of this synagogue was instead misapplying the rules in such a way that people were being denied the care God intended. As a result, he was probably causing God not to be loved, honoured and celebrated to the extent God would be if we allow God’s will to be done in the lives of all people the way God wants to do. Of course the synagogue ruler was correct that one of God’s commandments was to keep the Sabbath day holy and no work was to be done. But even in the giving of that commandment, God’s intent for the well being of everyone was evident.  God had included in that commandment the rider, “so that your manservant and maid servant may rest, as you do.” Furthermore, as we heard Jesus point out, the rabbis had worked out that this prohibition against work on the Sabbath could not have meant that if your cow fell in the well you left it there suffering; or if it were dying of thirst tied up in the hot sun you couldn’t take it to drink; because God had also taught them that they must not be cruel to their animals. It was a time to worship God but God had made it clear to the Old Testament Jews that worship was not ritual – that what God desired was not ‘sacrifices of bulls’ and other animals, but for his people to be merciful to others. And that was the kind of worship that He desired to see them taking part in every day. He had used strong words against what He saw as their ‘empty rituals’ on special days. 
Jesus came to earth thousands of years later and remonstrated with the people then on that same point, saying do not come chanting “Lord, Lord”  to me if you are not going to do what I tell you to do – love one another. So Jesus saw right through this synagogue ruler, someone akin to our church leaders in the Christian context. Saw that this was not just stupidity in interpreting Jesus’ blessing and resulting healing of the woman as ‘work’. It was, Jesus said, pure hypocrisy! It was not even like the suffering woman had interrupted Jesus’ worship in the synagogue by asking to be healed.  That could arguably have been making personal gain of one kind more important than God, as she could have waited until the day after the Sabbath to ask for this personal benefit. Not at all. Jesus just saw the woman and called her forward and spoke one sentence to her and healed her. There was no ‘personal gain’ for Jesus in that which the leader was now contending was “work” that dishonoured the Sabbath. So Jesus became upset, just as He was when He told the Pharisees in St. Matthew’s Gospel that what they were doing was making up ludicrous rules that were nothing but stumbling blocks that kept people out of heaven. 
That is what He was saying also to the synagogue ruler today. Here was a woman who had been bent over for 18 years, ‘kept bound by Satan’, as Jesus put it, and yet she had pulled herself to the synagogue to worship, to ‘approach’ God. Yet the person who was supposed to be facilitating the worshippers approaching God through this facility, was instead trying to inhibit God from responding. Trying to inhibit the God who is not satisfied only to meet us half-way when we want to approach Him, but who strains His eyes looking for us anxiously and then runs to greet and embrace us once we just start to approach Him. And we clearly see the result of Jesus’ attitude versus the attitude of the synagogue leader. Not only was the woman healed, but, as we read, she immediately “straightened up and praised God.” She recognised exactly where her healing had come from. She had been touched by Jesus and she immediately began her witness for Christ, for God, she immediately acted in a way that would touch others in turn. She let Jesus touch her; and once we do that we can’t keep it quiet, and we begin to really touch others positively too, in different ways. This woman’s immediate way was by praising God, being a witness for what God had done for her and what He can do for others who will let Christ touch them too. And in the end, “all the people were delighted with all the wonderful things [Jesus] was doing.” 
Isn’t that what the synagogue should have wanted to see? Isn’t that what this Church should want to see? See people taking note of Jesus touching lives and being “delighted” with the results? Isn’t that what you, the individual leaders and members of this congregation should be taking responsibility to see happening? And facilitating people to worship, to draw near to God, unlike the synagogue ruler inhibiting people from being touched by Jesus? And letting Jesus touch you personally so you can in turn help touch the lives of others and allow them to experience the caring, loving, healing touch of Jesus? That is why we must ensure the first step is that I myself must be truly touched by Christ – so what we do is in accord with God’s will, is empowered by His power and is enhanced by His love.  
I have to believe that each of you in this congregation is worried, as you have been looking around you in worship for quite some time now and wondering where is everyone else that needs to be touched by Jesus or have been touched and should be here praising God with you. Especially in a setting like this. 
Every time I come here and look around at the plaques on the walls I see so many names that I remember quite well of faithful Christians who touched the lives of so many other people. Not just spiritual lives but the physical lives of others also, through education, law enforcement, nursing (physical healing), or by just being good, upright, caring citizens, stalwart examples of the powerful forces people who have been touched by Christ can be, by touching others with such as they have been blessed.

It is surprising how fast time can slip by, even 18 years of being bound, being ‘crippled by a spirit’, being impeded in some way even while attending the synagogue, the church, regularly.  God does not like us letting time slip by while souls are being lost because we are not taking responsibility to help Him reach them, not helping these people to see all the “wonderful things” Jesus is doing and can do for them. Slip by because we are not helping them become “delighted” with Christ and so become followers of Him, for their own good, their salvation. Jesus always stressed the need for a sense of urgency in doing God’s work – no excuses about having to wait to bury your dead, He said. St. Paul spoke of the need for us to make “the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is”
. This again is similar to Jesus’ exasperation with the synagogue ruler this morning, for not understanding God’s will that people should be healed, should be unbound from the power of Satan, every day, every opportunity. We have to all be careful and each take responsibility that our congregations too do not become ‘crippled’ by even a spirit of lethargy, complacency, and remain that way for years. I stress I am not suggesting an innately evil spirit. But as Elie Wiesel, from his perspective as a holocaust survivor, observed, indifference is a major danger. He concluded that, “The opposite of love is not hate, it's indifference. The opposite of faith is not heresy, it's indifference”. And the philosopher Hannah Arendt, who had to flee Germany and then France because of the Nazis slaughtering of Jews, contended, perhaps by the thought of the many ordinary citizens of those countries who had “done nothing”, that, “The sad truth is that most evil is done by people who never make up their minds to be good or evil.” And we know how Jesus renounced indifference also, rejecting the Church in Laodicea for being “lukewarm”.  We had better make up our minds – and do ‘good’.
We have to ensure, therefore, that, like the woman in Luke, we are touched by Christ and then testify in word and deed of God’s great, healing, caring love. We have to allow ourselves individually to be touched by God like Jeremiah, then go forth doing what God has told us to do – build His Kingdom, for the good of others. We each have to be a Boaz, truly touched by God and thus moved to touch other lives by offering protection, provision, love, more than the law requires but as God desires. Each of us here owes it to God our Redeemer to let Him touch us, anew if necessary, so that like those named on the walls of this sanctuary we will go out and positively touch and enhance the lives of the people of this community and beyond in a variety of ways. We have to; because God’s touch both compels and empowers us do what Christ would do if He were still physically walking this earth amid people in the pain and confusion they are in now. 
We who identify ourselves as Christians, followers of Christ, have that responsibility. To do what He told us to do. To go and make other disciples, people who are saved by committing to Christ then following Him. There is no excuse. We need very much to take note that Jeremiah was still quite young, a teenager it is believed, when God sent him out. We must ensure that our children too are being led to God, and touched by God, at an early age and joining in that responsibility of all Christ’s followers. If we have been touched by God, we are compelled by God’s love and grace to let it spill over in helping others. When we do that, people will see the difference, the good works and love, and will turn to God, as Jesus said. We just have to ensure that, unlike the synagogue ruler, we do not inhibit ourselves and inhibit Christ reaching and touching the many who need to be healed, because we get hung up on the wrong things, wrong interpretations of traditions, etc., and lose sight of the importance of the individual human being, even while trying to do what we think is good for ‘society’ or for ‘standards’ or other noble concepts. 
Our passage from Jeremiah today is also instructive in this regard. Once God had touched Him there was no longer any question that he could not go out and witness for God, do what God wanted him to do. We have to do likewise. Jeremiah too was instructed to go out amongst a people, a nation, that had turned away from God and God’s precepts, who no longer loved, followed or even knew God. And like Jeremiah we do have to speak out. But it is critical that we do not overlook the full instruction of God to Jeremiah which wrapped up with the instructions “to build and to plant”. Too often Christians are accused of just being against everything – too ready to tear down, and not interested in building. Of course, often such accusations are from people who do not want to hear that there needs to be restraint, that there are indeed things we should not be doing, that there really is the truth of sin. But let us be honest, sometimes the criticism is valid. We can come across as just negative, like the synagogue ruler, rather than like Jesus, Who looks for people that need healing and seizes opportunities to save, to give and to forgive. 
As members individually and as a congregation corporately, you do have to uproot and tear down the barriers that keep people away from God, away from Christ’s healing power. And you do have to destroy and overthrow the prejudices and the ignorance and the other things that people are still using to resist God. But it all has to be done in a way “to build” the kingdom of God and “to plant” new understanding of the caring love of God, plant new ways of uplifting and empowering people in their day to day lives, helping them ‘straighten up and praise God’, plant new disciples of Christ with whom to build that Kingdom. We have been touched by God in order to also touch the lives of others in ways that will cause them to come into that place of acceptance where Jesus can touch them and heal them, like the woman who, despite having been bent over for 18 years, had faithfully come into the synagogue. And there Jesus could touch her and heal her, as He still wants to do with each person that has not yet been touched by Him. 
Therefore, the question for each of you today is, Have you allowed Christ to touch you? If you have, how are you bringing others to the place where Christ can touch them too? How will you lead this congregation to again be a place where people are “delighted with all the wonderful things” Jesus is doing? 
…. Amen

� Eph 5: 16 & 17
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