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“When kids don’t eat their vegies”

Vegies are good for us, right? Of course! Vegies are full of nutrition. Vegies make us healthy and strong! That’s what all good parents teach their kids. So why do kids so often resist eating them? Let me answer that by presenting you with a mental image to think about. Picture a bowl of freshly cooked broccoli, green and moist, with the steam rising from the bowl. Yum! Now, in your mind, picture another bowl placed beside it, and in this bowl there is a large serve of hot, crispy, golden, French fries, salted and topped with a drizzle of aioli. Now, I don’t know about you, but for me there is just no comparison. The fries have me every time, even though I know the broccoli is much better for me!
Of course, this illustration has a spiritual application (since this is a sermon in church!) God feeds us broccoli! By that I mean God wants what is good for us and gives us what is best for us – in every way. So why would we ever knock it back? Why reject what God gives? What are the French fries that lure us away from God’s goodness?
What is it that we humans find so enticing and addictive that we have trouble saying ‘no’ to? I reckon it all comes back to power and control – two of the most addictive forces we face. Power and control raise their ugly heads again in today’s gospel reading. 
In our story today from Luke 13 Jesus heals a woman who has been badly crippled for 18 years. So many good things happen for this woman – good things which had been denied to her for so long. Having been invisible for so long, she is noticed for a change. Having been rejected and shunned, she is accepted as a person. As someone deemed ‘unclean’ she receives real human contact from another person. She is given the dignity of being called ‘a daughter of Abraham’ (v16). She is physically healed, and she is freed from her emotional, spiritual and physical pain. That’s a lot of good things happening right there. That’s the goodness Jesus offers. 
But a particular person present doesn’t like it at all. The synagogue leader. He gets all angry and annoyed. He rejects the goodness. And why? Because he’s addicted to power and control. That was his bowl of fries. There were rules to follow, and he was the keeper of those rules in that synagogue, and he had an appetite and hunger for keeping things under control. And he wasn’t going to allow anything, or anyone - Messiah or otherwise, or anything good and healthy, to stand in the way of his control. 
This is just as we so often see today where the way of justice will always frustrate those who prefer the injustice of power and control.  
This event happened on the Sabbath day, which in itself was important. One of the Ten Commandments was, of course, to keep the Sabbath day ‘holy’, which meant doing no ‘work’ on that day. (Exodus 20:8). According to the synagogue leader, Jesus did ‘work’ by healing the woman, thus breaking the rules. But the synagogue leader’s view was a very narrow view of the Sabbath and a very strict interpretation of what constituted ‘work’. 

The Sabbath was indeed a day to be protected. Jesus totally supported that. But the Sabbath ‘way of life’ was far more than just setting apart one day in the week. It was far more. It was a gift from God to help people live life to the full. It was about restoration and wellbeing. It was about a healthy rhythm of work and rest. It was about knowing God’s grace, mercy, joy, and peace - His ‘shalom It was about healing and wholeness…every day of the week.  
So many words and descriptions! That’s because the Sabbath way of life is so many things for us. As I thought about this, the word ‘wellspring’ came to mind for me. This kind of sums it up for me. Observing the Sabbath is a coming to the wellspring of life, in Christ.
Yet another word to describe the Sabbath is ‘freedom’. In the Deuteronomy version of the Ten Commandments, observing the Sabbath was directly linked to remembering their freedom from slavery in Egypt. (Deut 5:12-15). Notably, freedom is precisely what Jesus gave to this woman on the Sabbath. True freedom was Jesus’ whole mission, as we read in Luke 4:18-19 – freedom from captivity, release from oppression, and so on. Unfortunately, the synagogue leader was more interested in restricting and confining than releasing a person who was held captive by her condition for so long. 
Like in all the gospel stories, I find it’s often helpful to ask myself, “Who am I in this story?” 
Am I the synagogue leader? I’d prefer not to be. But sometimes I am. I like my fries! My desire to be in control can sometimes deny grace to others. We might say this poor guy was just ‘doing his job’. But Jesus calls him a hypocrite (v 15), because what he said about the Sabbath didn’t match what he did on the Sabbath. In that way he denied grace to another. It’s a challenge for us to consistently live a Sabbath-type life. 
Am I the people in the crowd? It says they were delighted with what Jesus did (v17). Do I ‘feel the joy’ when I witness examples of God’s transforming grace and healing. I hope so. I hope I feel the joy. I hope I enter in to the joy of God’s Kingdom at work. 
Am I the woman who was healed? In what ways am I ‘bent over’? What things trouble me and burden me? What holds me captive? How do I personally need to enter into a Sabbath healing experience?
Finally, am I Jesus? That’s always a good question to ask! Am I being him in my world? Am I a wellspring of life for others? Am I an agent of good news in a hurting world?
We are each called to be like Jesus. But we need to keep in mind that this will not always be popular – as Jesus himself experienced that day in the synagogue. There will be opposition. There will be people who prefer their fries. In last week’s gospel reading Jesus clearly stated that there would be division because of his presence in the world (Lk 12:51). 
This takes me to our Old Testament reading, where we meet Jeremiah. As a prophet, Jeremiah was indeed a bearer of God’s wellspring of life, but like most prophets his message of hope was most unwelcome – probably because his message of hope involved a pronouncement of judgement on injustice, before hope for his people could be restored. 
Jeremiah grew up near Jerusalem during incredibly tumultuous times. Jerusalem fell to the Babylonians on his watch, and his own people were exiled. For 45 years he prophesied that that God would one day restore his people. But it was a really tough 45 years. He continually tried to tell his people what was good for them. But people didn’t want to listen. 

They were addicted to power and control. This was in the times of the mighty regimes of neighbouring super-powers like Syria, Babylon and Egypt - places where power and control dominated. But it wasn’t just external power and control at work. Jeremiah encountered Kings and leaders in his own land who took their eyes off the true way of life. Some Kings were okay, but many went astray, only to suffer the consequences. 
In today’s passage we have the initial call by God to Jeremiah to this enormous task of speaking life into an evil world. Jeremiah immediately knew this would be a highly unpopular vocation, and he objected, saying, “Ah, Lord God! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a boy.” (Jer 1:6). He didn’t want to do it, and he started to come up with the excuses to get out of it. 
I can really relate to the young Jeremiah. My own call to ministry has often resulted in doubts and questions about whether I’m the right person for the job. Do I have the ability, the desire, the commitment, the courage, the faith? Excuses have come easily at times. I’m too much of this. I’m too little of that. I’m not good enough. God understands how I feel. But do you know what? He doesn’t buy my excuses! He understood why Jeremiah made excuses, but he didn’t buy it! That’s because God sees in us what we so often don’t see. 
As we read in verse 5, God said to Jeremiah, “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you (‘set you apart’ in the NIV)”. He knows us and believes in us, even when we don’t. It’s because of his belief in us that he calls us. As receivers of his wellspring of life, we are called to be a wellspring of life to others – a people of the Sabbath way of life – a people of healing and wholeness. ‘Blessed to be a blessing’ is a saying we often hear – and it’s true!
Yes, there will be opposition and rejection. People won’t want to eat their vegies. But as the Lord said to Jeremiah, “Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you and will rescue you…I have put my words in your mouth.” (v8-9 NIV).  
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