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God takes sides. God is partisan.  

Jesus is a rule breaker.  

God and Jesus are about life: life for each and every person in creation. 

You don’t believe me? Read the Old Testament. God rescues slaves 

from Egypt and sets them free. God brings down corrupt kings and 

governments. God raises up leaders and prophets to destroy the status 

quo. God looks out for the disenfranchised and the oppressed, the 

places we are indifferent to the needs of others, where we choose to 

put whatever we care about most at the expense of others, the places 

where the systems are designed to allow the powerful to flourish and 

everyone else go to the wall. And God brings about a law that is all 

about equity, all about the dignity of human beings and human rights – 

all about relationships and behaviors designed to protect and respect 

all that breathes. And God sets aside a day each week for us to reflect 

on how we are doing. 

No wonder we prefer to go shopping! 

God is not neutral. And neither is Jesus. 

In the gospel this morning we hear of a pleasant Sabbath walk with his 

disciples. Sabbath must have been especially precious to Jesus given 

the pressures under which he was exercising his ministry. He seems to 
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have understood from the very beginning that he need time away, time 

to relax, time to pray. On this day, he is resting in the company of his 

friends, plucking the odd grain of what growing in a sunny field as they 

enjoy this brief moment of peace. 

No such luck. Up come the Pharisees and the criticism. We need to be 

careful here. It is sobering to remember that it was the Pharisees who 

were the liberals of the day. These were not conservative evangelicals 

preaching a fake gospel and demanding a 54 million dollar jet on the 

basis is has been ordered by God. These were sincere, devout Jews 

trying to understand how to live out their faith in their world. They 

were seekers, they were learned, and they were well versed in the law. 

At first sight their criticism seems perfectly straightforward. The 

Sabbath was to be a day of rest from labors. Why then were the 

disciples harvesting the crop? 

Technically, the Pharisees had right on their side. That was their 

problem. Life is not all about technicalities, personal perfection, and 

blind obedience to the rules; especially when such behavior is being 

used to judge others.  

Jesus points out that when King David and his men were in need of 

food, David took the holy bread from the temple and shared it with his 

companions. David put the needs of the men in his care above the rule 
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that decreed only the priest could eat of the bread. David, says Jesus, 

knew when to break a rule if it was for the life of those he was to 

protect. This, says Jesus, is how we are called to live. Order is good but 

not when it is being used to put people down. 

It was that clear sightedness that got Jesus crucified. Human systems 

prefer rules. Rules can after all, be used to maintain our territory, our 

influence, our control. Constitutions, laws, rules, and regulations are 

the framework of our society and we would be in grave danger without 

them. But what happens when those same constitutions, laws, rules, 

and regulations work against what is good and right and loving? What 

happens when constitutions, laws, rules and regulations do not respect 

the dignity of every human being? What are we to do when those 

constitutions, laws, rules, and regulations work against the love and 

care we are commanded to have for one another? 

 Love, insists God, is not a feeling. It is a permanent attitude to be 

practiced at all times. God-love is for the raising up of all God’s people: 

no exceptions. 

That is why Martin Luther King, Mohandas Gandhi, and the Dorothy 

Day’s of their day, broke the rules. The rules were holding people 

down. Rules were breaking people’s backs. Rules were allowing the 

powerful to tread on the weak. Rules were being used to benefit one 
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group at the expense of another. Martin Luther King, Mohandas 

Gandhi, and Dorothy Day rose up. They rose up and chose the Jesus 

way, costly though that turned out to be. 

Jesus reminds those Pharisees that human beings are expected to know 

the difference between respectful and necessary order and power 

brokering. “The Sabbath,” he points out,” was made for human kind 

and not humankind for the Sabbath.” Rules are designed to help us not 

to as sticks with which we can beat each other up.  

Just in case they should miss his point he enters the synagogue and 

sees a man in need. Notice here that the Pharisees are watching to see 

if he will defy the rules again. Notice that their attention is not on the 

plight of a man with a withered hand. Their eyes do not see the 

suffering of a person whose physical condition would have made it 

difficult for him to make a living. Notice that the Pharisees and the 

congregation would have looked upon the man and assumed that God 

was punishing him for some unmade offense – why else would he have 

been afflicted, they ask. The man, as far as everyone else in the room 

was concerned, was not really worth bothering about.  

But Jesus looks with a different eye. Jesus sees the suffering and the 

pain. The man himself probably believed he was being punished for his 
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sins. Which of us, after all, can say we have no sin? But Jesus saw with 

the clear eye of compassion. 

Compassion is a God-given gift. Compassion causes us to act on behalf 

of another. It is compassion that changes the way we are. Compassion 

tears away the barriers we erect between ourselves and the needs of 

the world. Compassion calls us to live the life that overcomes death. 

Compassion is “the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus 

Christ.”  

Compassion enables us to see as Jesus sees; to know when 

governments are indifferent towards those who God has called 

beloved, when greed is being put before the well-being of others, when 

personal agenda are put before those of need, when the basics of life 

for everyone are ignored, when life is made cheap and relationships a 

matter of indifference. These are the sickness which Jesus saw and with 

which he refused to comply. This is the behavior in him which we hold 

dear and the behavior which strikes terror in our hearts. 

For on that day Jesus did not just feel compassion for that poor man, he 

took action. He challenged the status quo and he did it deliberately. He 

could have just taken the man to one side and healed him quietly and 

without fuss. Instead, he draws the man to the center of the room and 

challenges the Pharisees hardness of heart. “Is it lawful to do good on 
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the sabbath or to harm, or to save life or to kill?” And of course they 

were silent. Faced with that truth, how could they find anything to say?  

And, having paused to hear the words of truth be spoken aloud, Jesus 

now asks the man to stretch out his hand. He restores it. If words were 

silent, there could be no doubt about the action. 

The Pharisees compounded their error by resolving to bring Jesus 

down, to destroy him. We are left at the end of the story to chart our 

own course in faith. Jesus invites us to walk in his path but free to 

choose if we will do it. The way of the Pharisees seems clearer and less 

worrying for sure. All you had to do was observe the rules (and we have 

lots of versions of that – knowing how to dress, which fork to use, how 

to talk, which club to belong to and lots more). 

The Jesus way is scarier and likely to get us into trouble. The Jesus way 

will cause us to go against the grain. The Pharisaic way will wrap us in 

the familiar. The Jesus way will cause us to name truth. The Pharisaic 

way will expect us to obey. The Jesus way is about the power of love. 

The Pharisaic way is about self-preservation.  

But the Jesus way is life and the Pharisaic way death.  

Jesus is asking us, “Is it lawful to do good on the Sabbath or to harm, or 

to save life or to kill?” Choose. Amen.  


