
James E. Smith 
 

1 
 

Sunday, August 21, 2016, 14
th

 Sunday after Pentecost 

Click here to view readings. 

Focus: Jesus breaks the rules to bring us salvation.   

The last few years, I have spent a lot of time telling my call story.  In seminary and throughout 

the call process, everyone wants to hear your call story.  Ideally, it tells you something about 

who the pastor is, what his/her core values are, how s/he got here.  I think that sometimes it also 

can remind you when the going gets tough about why you got into the ministry in the first place.  

Some of my friends have really cool call stories.  Sometimes they even involve voices or visions.  

I don’t.  I’m boring.  I told people I wanted to be a pastor from a very young age. So instead of a 

call story then, I’m going to tell you my un-call story.   

You see, I was excited for seminary, but all along the way, I knew my one snag would be 

something called Clinical Pastoral Education, CPE, as we call it.  It’s 11 weeks in which you 

serve as a chaplain day-in and day-out (and many nights) at a particular hospital.   

This scared the living daylights out of me.  I knew that I would be walking into situations of life-

and-death emergencies, even the melancholy of someone and his/her family facing a terminal 

illness, as a clean-faced 22-year-old. I had never even been in the hospital room with someone 

who was going to die.  What do I say to someone who’s been married 50 years who’s just been 

told that his wife is going to die?  .  The entire time I felt like I was a fraud, a scam artist.   

And so I did whatever I could.  I had my eyes and ears wide open during the training sessions.  I 

learned all the necessary rules.  I learned things to say like, “tell me more about that,” or the so-

called “I-feel-statements.”  I learned what not to say, things like, “don’t cry,” or, “I’m sorry for 

you,” or, “don’t worry, it’ll be fine.”  I learned how to introduce myself, “Hi, I’m James Smith, 

and I’m one of the chaplains here at the hospital.”  And of course I learned the exact procedure 

for hand-sanitizing in and sanitizing out.  I make fun of these rules, but all of them have a reason: 

“Do no harm.”  Whether that’s physical or spiritual.  These rules were in place to prevent bad 

things from happening to either the care-receiver or the caregiver.  Well I studied the script, and I 

memorized my lines.  I had it down.  I was a robot. 

And it showed when I made the visits.  I gave about as much emotional support as the lever on 

the hospital bed. 

Today in our Gospel story from Luke, a woman comes for healing, not to the hospital, but to the 

synagogue.  The woman has been bent over for 18 long years.  She can’t even stand up straight.  

She doesn’t speak up.  Why?  Well, if she can only look down, she might not even see Jesus. 

This woman is clearly capable of surviving with this illness, but for 18 long years, that’s about it. 

So what do you do?  Well, you guys at Resurrection know the answer.  You act with 

compassion, right?   

http://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=276#hebrew_oth_reading
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Not so fast.  The Pharisees at the time also had their own religious script.  And I want to spend a 

minute with it because I think this situation sometimes comes across as good vs. evil.  And it’s a 

little more complicated.   

God designed the Sabbath to give a day of rest.  The people of Israel were the one people at the 

time who actually had a guaranteed day off.  I like this rule.  I think it’s good for us.  In 21
st
 

century America, it’s sometimes helpful to take notice that God wants us to take rest regularly.  

Ok, then, well, if we want to be faithful to this, what counts as work?  The basic thought is that if 

we give an inch on this, soon everyone’s going to be able to justify working as much as they 

want on the Sabbath.  When they do that, they can force you to work, too, either because they’re 

employing you or you have to compete with them.  So Pharisees over time come up with detailed 

rules, even down to donkeys and oxen.  The basic idea is to give people a pause from the hectic, 

go-go nature of their lives.  

So our Pharisee sees this woman come, and what’s his solution?  It’s not as bad as it might seem.  

He asks the question of what ought to be done.  The Greek word for “ought” is stronger.  It’s one 

of the Gospel of Luke’s favorite words that means, “it’s necessary.”  Bottom-line for him: it’s 

necessary to work 6 days already: do your healing then.  For this woman who has been bound for 

18 years, what’s one more day?  Come back tomorrow morning, you get healed, Jesus does a 

miracle, we keep the necessary rule intact, and all the people rejoice, everybody wins.   

It’s a perfectly scripted answer.  It’s apparent from the story that at first many people agree with 

him.  Had I been there during my chaplaincy period, I might have nodded and taken note.  I 

might have done the exact same thing. 

Jesus does not.  Jesus asks, “Ought not—is it not necessary that—this woman, a daughter of 

Abraham whom Satan bound for eighteen long years, be set free from this bondage on the 

Sabbath day?” 

Jesus knows the rules, and he doesn’t throw them out.  Nowhere does he say that the Sabbath’s 

no longer important.  But he reorders the rules.  The most important rule is, “What’s really 

necessary?” 

When I was a chaplain, I finally learned that the long and hard way after about six weeks of 

visits.  After a day of 3 or 4 stilted visits that lasted about 10-15 torturous minutes each, I finally 

made a visit to someone who was in the behavioral health floor who had been admitted due to a 

suicide attempt.  I was long past the point of thinking I had anything to say.  But finally, I just 

threw out the script and threw myself in.  I figured the least I could give the patient was a real 

person to talk to.  So we talked, not as professional, on-top-of-it chaplain and patient-in-

desperate-need-of-care, but as two human beings. 

I’d like to say that two days later, he left, that he’s never been back, and that he was cured like 

the woman in our story today.  The reality is that, as is the case so often with people who come 
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in and out of the hospital, you really don’t know what happens to them next.  But I do believe 

that at least for that half-hour the bonds that were dragging us both down: mental illness and 

loneliness for him, fear for me, were loosened, and instead we were bound together as two 

people getting a rest from the constant to-do list of hospital life.  When I look back at this, I see it 

as a real turning point in my ministry and in my life.  CPE, what I thought of as just a bunch of 

necessary requirements and rules was transformed.  My un-call story became part of God’s call 

story for me. 

What’s necessary?  For Jesus it was seeing this crippled woman not as a problem, not as a rule 

on her list, but as a daughter of Abraham.  A human being who was in need of help and a word 

of salvation and healing. For such a person, Jesus thought it was necessary to give his very self. 

Throughout our lives, we are going to face this decision all the time.  The rules we’ve learned 

and the necessary work of the Gospel.  The other day at food pantry, I was talking to one of our 

members.  I was talking about my frustration with someone a few months ago who had tried to 

take advantage of the church.  I was going on and on.  Clearly I thought of this man as more of a 

problem than a person.  Finally, he called me back to what’s necessary.  He quoted the movie a 

few of us watched the other night at Pub Faith Second-Hand Lions when Robert Duvall’s wise 

old man character is giving his rules to live by: “Sometimes, things that may or may not be true 

are the things people need to believe in the most: that people are basically good.”   

As far back as Genesis, God made them that way.  Crippled and bent over, in the hospital, people 

coming to Resurrection for food or a word of healing, even scam artists, God made each of them, 

and God made them good.  We have rules in place meant to help us live that out and to protect 

us, but it all comes back to, “what’s really necessary?”  That when we see that person coming to 

us and we look into his or her eyes, we see not just a policy or a script, but a child of Abraham, 

created good by God, who is in some way in need of healing.  And whom Jesus Christ, the son of 

God died for.   

What’s necessary?  3 times in the Gospel of Luke Jesus gives the same answer, “It is necessary 

that the Son of Man undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and 

scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised.”  That’s our call story as the Church.  And 

when we speak that story and when we live that story not by our script, but in truth and in love 

toward one another, Christ still sets free daughters and sons of Abraham.  He heals them.  And 

he brings them his salvation.  Amen. 


