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Liberation through the Lens of Love 
 

Sermon by Pastor Patrick Fish 
Pentecost 11 

August 24-25, 2019 
Luke 13:10-17 

 
Now he was teaching in one of the synagogues on the sabbath. And just then 
there appeared a woman with a spirit that had crippled her for eighteen years. 
She was bent over and was quite unable to stand up straight. When Jesus saw 
her, he called her over and said, "Woman, you are set free from your 
ailment." When he laid his hands on her, immediately she stood up straight and 
began praising God. But the leader of the synagogue, indignant because Jesus 
had cured on the sabbath, kept saying to the crowd, "There are six days on 
which work ought to be done; come on those days and be cured, and not on the 
sabbath day." But the Lord answered him and said, "You hypocrites! Does not 
each of you on the sabbath untie his ox or his donkey from the manger, and lead 
it away to give it water? And ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham whom 
Satan bound for eighteen long years, be set free from this bondage on the 
sabbath day?" When he said this, all his opponents were put to shame; and the 
entire crowd was rejoicing at all the wonderful things that he was doing.  

Luke 13:10-17, NRSV 

  

Grace and Peace to you from Christ, who frees us. Who doesn’t neglect 
any of his brothers or sisters. But, instead, who upon seeing one of us 
hurting, calls us over. Sees us. And gives us liberation. Amen.  

 

 

Move 1: Introduction & Joke  

A Catholic priest, a Lutheran minister, and a Jewish Rabbi were all good friends. And 
every week they would get together for coffee. They did this for years. Well, each of 
their respective faith communities were seeing tremendous growth. And so they wanted 
to see how good they really were. 
 
So they decided to make a wager: convert a bear. If you could do that, then you were 
the best at your job. Stakes high, each of them set out to find a bear.  
 
The pastor arrived first. (Naturally.) The priest not far after.  
 
The pastor shared his experience. “I found a bear by a stream. I preached God’s holy 
word. Talked about God’s love for all creation. From the strong to the lowly cub. The 
bear was so enthralled that the bear had me baptize her on the spot.”  
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The priest then shared, “When I found a bear, I read him the Catechism and sprinkled 
holy water on him, forgiving him all his sins. He is coming for his first Communion next 
week.”  
 
The pastor and priest waited for a few minutes, when they got a phone call that their 
rabbi buddy was in the hospital. When they arrived, the rabbi was lying on a gurney in a 
complete body cast.  
 
All he could say was, “Looking back, maybe I shouldn’t have started the conversation 
with circumcision.” 
 
 
Move 2: Me and Rules  

Rules. They are everywhere. They keep order in society. They keep tradition in religion. 
They keep players safe in sports.  
 
Yet, I must admit, rules made by humankind must always be questioned when they 
aren’t for all humankind.  
 
Rules are a good thing. Laws are good things. They are gifts from God. Meant to help 
us live harmoniously as a community. Meant to keep us from harm.  
 
I am not up here to say the heck with law. The heck with tradition. The heck with rules. I 
know there is merit to them even if I consider myself a renegade Lutheran.  
 
Listen, I love Jesus. With all my heart. With everything I have, I love Jesus. Not the idea 
of him. Not Sunday School, white Jesus. But the real Jesus. Who brought liberation. 
Who sought out the neglected and gave voice to the voiceless.  
 
Yet sometimes I think we make being a disciple, being a steward, following Christ into 
something harder than it’s supposed to be.  
 
We make religion serve “me” rather than serve “we.” It becomes about my preference. 
What I want and how I interpret rules, traditions, and faith rather than being open-
minded to the new ways God is reaching people.  
 
My call story didn’t happen in the church. It wasn’t at Bible camp or VBS where I 
learned God loved me. For whatever reason, the Catholic Church where I grew up didn’t 
have all the awesome stuff St. Mark’s has. And I suffered as a result. 
 
God knew that. Saw me, even though I didn’t ask. And while I was off wandering, lost 
trying to find myself and who I was, God found me. Of all places in Biloxi, Mississippi. 
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That’s where I heard the call. Where I heard for the first time Jesus calling me by name. 
Way beyond the walls of the church.   
 
The Southern people of Mississippi served me. Hearing their stories, seeing their 
resilience, their faith influenced, inspired, and freed me. Liberated me to see God at 
work and alive in my life for the first time in eighteen years.  
 
I was nineteen during my freshman year of college. That summer, God reached down, 
stood me up, straightened me out. I was no longer focused on my feet. On the ground in 
front of me. I was lifted up. I saw God at work face-to-face. And I haven’t stopped 
looking forward—looking toward the light and life that comes only from Jesus—since.   
 
Looking back, I always wonder: Could I be doing something else? Should I have “sinned 
boldly” a bit before becoming a pastor? But then I quickly realize I can do no other. This 
is me. Transformed by God. Renewed by God’s love and grace. And I cannot help but 
sing and praise God. I cannot help but serve and walk this journey with “ya’ll.”  
 
That seemingly unimportant, unpaid internship … that insignificant kid from Oswego … 
that small experience … God’s Kingdom broke into and through. That insignificant kid is 
now a vessel for God’s work.  
 
As I look back, I always think God has a sense of humor. A kid with no parent as a 
pastor. No pastor as a mentor. No church family. A kid who didn’t like to do public 
speaking. Who sweats profusely out of nervousness even now when he does so. Yet 
here I am. Here I stand. Straight up. Not by my own doing, but only by God’s grace and 
my dependence on God.  
 
The deck was stacked against me to get here. The unwritten and rigid rules of the 
church were a turn off for me. And it’s what kept me away for so long. The rules didn’t 
want me to end up where I stand.  
 
And, yet, here I stand. Straight up.  
 
And over the years, Church, I have realized something: I need you. And I pray 
continually you feel you need me. It’s a mutual bond. I need people to teach me and the 
next generation the rules and traditions. They give us footing. Grounding. A past to work 
from and off of.   
 
And yet, Church, I believe you need pests like me. Outsiders. Who only by God’s grace 
are here. The lost who know what it’s like out there. And who are now found. Who are 
willing to think outside the box. Who aren’t afraid to challenge and wonder how our 
language and symbols could be interpreted as exclusive or hurtful. Who want to 
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consider not just the people here in our decisions but also consider the people we 
haven’t engaged yet equally, in every decision.  
 
I pray we have a blend of both here: loyalists and challengers. And that both are open to 
working together. Both are open to wondering and dreaming together. And want to 
discern together how we live out our religious laws, traditions, and interpretations of 
Scripture.  
 
Friends in Christ, Scripture and rules aren’t meant to be pronounced without discussion. 
They are meant to be read together, thoughtfully engaged through multiple lenses, and 
done with dialogue. In a community that values respect, openness, growth, and 
diversity.  
 
 
Move 3: Scripture and ties to today  

That’s what today’s Gospel is about: Jesus’ incredible miracle that should have had 
God’s people, the people of Israel, rejoicing and giving praise.  
 
And, yet, that’s not what happens. That’s not the reception the woman or Jesus get. 
Instead of celebration, one of the religious leaders enters into debate. Scorns Jesus for 
not observing Sabbath, for healing and working on a holy day. Quotes and pronounces 
Scripture as if his interpretation is the only interpretation. The right way versus Jesus’ 
wrong way.  
 
This religious leader’s misstep in Scripture causes us to pause. And to wonder if, in the 
present day, our interpretation on certain things in our faith tradition and in our society is 
missing the bigger picture. 
 
We collectively must be asking ourselves, “When are rules and laws not serving all of 
humankind? All of God’s children?”  
 
For when we start to believe that some lives matter more than others, that we don’t 
belong together, and when our laws and public policies perpetuate this type of injustice, 
when our rules are about keeping order for some and stepping on the oppressed, we 
must stand straight. Look ahead. Not down. Not indifferent. Not pretending it’s not me 
God is calling.  
 
When we see an evil, we call it evil. When we see a law, or a policy that seems unjust, 
we question. And when in doubt, we stand with the hurting, the poor, the least of these.   
 
Not to be political. Not to bring politics into the pulpit or into the church. But because our 
faith commands us to do so. It’s what living out our faith means. To bring the Kingdom 
now. To bring liberation now.  
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We remember in our own recent human history that it was illegal to help Jews hide from 
the Nazis. That it was completely legal to own slaves. That it was illegal for women and 
people of color to vote.  
 
Friends in Christ, this isn’t God’s design. These are human-made laws and rules. Meant 
to keep some in power. Meant to keep others in fear and down.  
 
This isn’t justice. This isn’t the Kingdom of God Jesus showed us and left into our hands 
to continue.  
 
This weekend, we remember: We are followers of Christ. And that means we stand up 
straight. That we look up. Knowing God delivers, frees, and heals every day, not just 
some. On holy days and during the week. In the church and way outside the walls of the 
church. God is moving. Alive and active.  
 
Jesus notices a woman—the least of these—whom the world has ignored, teased, and 
judged for eighteen years. And he calls her—them—into his arms.  
 
Jesus doesn’t abolish law. He doesn’t say, “Enough with every rule!” He just reminds us 
that there are more ways to interpret rules. We must interpret every rule, every law,  
through the lens of love.  
 
Love of God. Love of neighbor.  
 
We can’t love God without loving our neighbor. Otherwise, we are hypocrites, just like 
the religious leader in the Gospel story. 
 
Sabbath wasn’t created by us. Sabbath was created by God for us. Sabbath remembers 
the liberation of Exodus, the freeing of the people of Israel from slavery. It celebrates 
God hearing the people’s cries and delivering them out of Egypt.  
 
Connecting with God always entails liberation. Of self and others. We don’t dare inhibit 
liberation taking place on Sabbath and on holy days. In fact, those are the days we are 
most open to enacting liberation among those we encounter.  
 
 
Move 5: Oscar Romero 

To close, I want to share about a hero of mine: Archbishop Oscar Romero of El 
Salvador.  
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Crazy to think that a man whom I never met, who was born in 1917 and died in 1980, 
could be my hero and mentor. But his story is one I never forget and continues to give 
me strength when I find myself stumbling.  
 
Oscar’s early life was rough. His family had no money, no running water or electricity. 
He slept on the floor of his home.  
 
Unlike me, Oscar felt a call to ministry at an early age, and at fourteen he entered 
Catholic Seminary. He quickly rose to become a successful priest in El Salvador. His 
gift was his call to reach out to peasant farmers who had come to believe they were 
unwelcome.  
 
He rose to the point of becoming bishop. Still young in ministry, though, he supported 
hierarchy. He didn’t want to rock the boat. He didn’t want to break tradition and was 
described by many as conservative.  
 
The politicians liked this. The Catholic Church liked this.  
 
Not too long after that, he became archbishop of El Salvador. As that happened, almost 
simultaneously, El Salvador started to hit turmoil. The people in power were fighting 
who should be in power. And who got left during their infighting and political arguing? 
The poor. Children and parents kept dying. Not able to receive access to clean water 
and simple medications, child after child kept dying.  
 
Archbishop Romero used resources from his church, made up of primarily working and 
peasant class people, and then he started giving out of his own pocket.  
 
Quickly he realized this wasn’t enough. So he started asking questions. And his 
questions were met with tremendous opposition. His good friend, a pastor in El 
Salvador, was killed. For seeking more from the government. For wanting justice for the 
poor.  
 
Finally, Archbishop Romero could not stay silent any longer. He spoke out and 
demanded answers for why children, his friend who sought justice, and parents were 
being killed. Dying in droves.  
 
He demanded peace. Stood up for the poor so they would have adequate access to 
basic needs. He raised awareness, even bringing the atrocities happening in El 
Salvador before the Vatican and the Pope in 1979. And telling the world he could not 
remain silent.  
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He said that the Church had a part to play. Despite killings on the rise in El Salvador, 
Archbishop Romero became a symbol of hope, of faith. He was a beacon for the 
suffering.  
 
But the powers of the world hated him. Despised him. And in 1980, while presiding over 
mass at a chapel, he was shot and killed by an assassin.  
 
While they may have killed the man, his voice, his faith couldn’t be silenced. This 
assassination caused a revolution. Caused the downtrodden to stand straight. Stand up.  
 
Archbishop Oscar Romero changed a country. By not looking down at his feet. But by 
looking up. Noticing what was in front of him. And speaking truth. Speaking liberation 
and freedom.  
 
Which is what Jesus came to bring. God’s Kingdom. The Sabbath. They are always 
connected to love of neighbor. And to celebrating the promise that God hears the cries 
of the hurting and will act to bring healing. Celebrating deliverance. Freedom.  
 
One man born to a poor family. A small mustard seed. And yet with God’s liberating 
love, Oscar became a vessel for God’s Kingdom to shine.  
 
Transition 
You don’t have to be an archbishop or pastor or priest to be this vessel. You, like me, 
like Oscar, just have to be willing to hear Jesus calling your name. Calling you over for 
healing.  
 
Hear him call you by name. Receive that freedom. Receive that healing.  
 
Now, straightened up, I pray you—like me, like Oscar, like the woman in our story—can 
do nothing else but praise. Nothing else but live differently. And set our eyes ahead. To 
seek out the hurting. And not be afraid to question when laws or rules prohibit us from 
doing so.  
 
Amen.  
 
_________ 

Resources 

Scripture quotations are from New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright © 1989 National Council of the 
Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide. 
 
Copyright © 2019 Patrick J. Fish. 
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Reflection Questions:   
 

 If this bent over and suffering woman came to St. Mark’s, how would we react?  
 Do our religious traditions and rules get in the way of God?  
 What do you need to be freed and healed from in your own life?   

  

 


