Lord of the Sabbath
There is a book called Old Law still on the Books. There quite a few that are laws pertaining to church attendance. “Young girls are never allowed to walk a tightrope in Wheeler, Mississippi, unless it’s in a church. In Blackwater, Kentucky, tickling a woman under her chin with a feather duster while she’s in church service carries a penalty of $10.00 and one day in jail. No one can eat unshelled, roasted peanuts while attending church in Idanha, Oregon. In Honey Creek, Iowa, no one is permitted to carry a slingshot to church except police. No citizen in Leecreek, Arkansas, is allowed to attend church in any red-colored garment. Swinging a yo-yo in church or anywhere in public on the Sabbath is prohibited in Studley, Virginia. Turtle races are not permitted within 100 yards of a local church at any time in Slaughter, Louisiana.” These are all pretty funny because they poke fun at rules and regulations in religious institutions. Sometimes it seems like we have so many rules that surround our churches that we loose sight of what they are for and who they are for.
So, what is more important; ritual worship or human need? Well, to Jesus, it was all about balance. There was certainly a place for ritual worship because Jesus participated in it. But ritual worship should never take the place of the pragmatic nature of the gospel which is focused on transformation, healing and helping real people. Jesus believed deeply that God’s love had a real tangible impact on our world and that the people of God should be about demonstrating that. 

You can kind of understand where the Pharisees are coming from though. The religious elite were still acting like they had when the people came back from exile in Persia. They believed that the exile had been a punishment from God because they had become very lax in their worship. People were not paying attention to the Sabbath at all. Some people were actively worshipping more than one god. Many people had given up ritual worship of God except during the really big festivals of the year. 
So the Pharisees were trying to restore something of the way they believed people were supposed to worship God. They wanted to avoid another century of trouble for the people of God. They caused the pendulum to swing clear back the other direction. They put together a very strict set of rules that everyone was supposed to follow. And if you did not follow each and every rule you were not a good Jew. You would still be counted as one of the community but you would be talked about behind you back. “He’s not quite up to snuff on his Sabbath observance, I saw him lifting something to feed his ox, or she had a little too much food prep to do last Saturday after Synagogue.” It became a mire of rules and regulations and the focus was not on a person’s motives, or their character, it was all about their actions. It was also never focused on the needs of people it was based on the rules. 

The first part of our scripture this morning is describing something that was very normal and lawful. As Jesus and his disciples were walking along they were going through the grain fields. They were hungry and so they began to pick the heads of grain, rub them between their hands, blow away the chaff and eat the grain. This was certainly not an unknown practice. In our day we might consider this stealing but in that time it was quite acceptable for this to occur. In fact, we find in the Old Testament that this is one of the laws of the community.

Deuteronomy 23:24-25 “When you enter your neighbor’s vineyard, you may eat all the grapes you want until you’re full, but you may not put any in your bucket or bag. And when you walk through the ripe grain of your neighbor, you may pick the heads of grain, but you may not swing your sickle there.” 

I suppose that the reason for this is that there were no fast food places near by and so if you found yourself out away from home, too far away to get something to eat, your neighbor’s field or vineyard would work well enough to keep you from starving. Plus you could probably not eat enough to really be noticeable. So the fact that they were walking through a person’s field eating the grain was no big deal and no one could really make much of an argument against it, unless you were doing this on the Sabbath. Four of the forbidden kinds of work on the sabbath were reaping, threshing, winnowing and preparing food; and technically the disciples had broken all four of them. Picking the grain was reaping, rubbing it between their hands was threshing, blowing the chaff away was winnowing and the fact that they ate the grain demonstrates that all of it was food preparation. This was absolutely unlawful to do and according to the rules there was no way out of the fact that the disciples were completely in the wrong. 
You may notice that Jesus doesn’t suggest that what they were doing was OK under the rules. What he does is suggest that the rules do not rule over the Sabbath. He says that the rules are not what the Sabbath is about. Jesus calls to mind a story about the great King David. Luke 6:3-4 “Have you not read what David did when he and his companions were hungry? He entered the house of God and took and ate the bread of the Presence, which it is not lawful for any but the priests to eat, and gave some to his companions?” In 2 Samuel 21 David is on the run because Saul is trying to kill him and he runs to Nob and the priest there named Ahimelech. He has left town in a hurry with no food and no weapons and so he stopped at the shrine of Nob to pick up some provisions. However, the only bread that the priest had at the time was the bread of the presence. This bread was baked the night before the Sabbath and was placed on a table in the temple until the next Sabbath came around. It was then removed and could be eaten by the priests, and only by the priests. 
David however, upset all kinds of conventions when he asked for this bread. First of all, the bread was considered Holy and only someone of a priestly family was supposed to touch it. David, who was not from a priestly family, and was a warrior should not have ever had an opportunity to eat any.

But the point that Jesus is making, as he reminds the Pharisees of this story, is that the priest Ahimelech understood the difference between ritual for rituals sake and a ritual that can be life giving. He understood that giving this bread to David would do no real harm to God and might even be pleasing to God because Ahimelech was doing something tangible to help David in a time of great need. The point to the Pharisees is, if you accuse me then you have to accuse David as well.
Jesus ends this by saying, Luke 6:5 “The Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.” What does he mean by that? Well, he means that as creator of the Sabbath, he is more important than the day itself or any of its rules and regulations. He is saying that worship of Jesus and following his mission cannot be replaced fully with rituals and rules. 
The second half of our scripture today shows Jesus healing a man with a withered hand in the middle of the synagogue worship. He knows he is being watched and that what he is doing is technically wrong. He was technically working on the Sabbath but he asks the question, Luke 6:9 "I ask you, which is lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil, to save life or to destroy it?" The point being that worship of God through rules and regulations cannot take the place of God’s mission of love to the world. There are all kinds of good things that can be done on the Sabbath, things that benefit others.

I was thinking about how we should approach this scripture this morning. The first thing that comes to my mind is that, for us, there is a bit of a disconnect with these stories on a couple of levels. First of all our Sabbath practice is generally limited to attending worship on Sunday. In that sense we have set aside this time to worship God in Jesus Christ in a purposeful way. But after we leave this place all bets are off, right? We will use the remainder of the day for whatever strikes our fancy. And rightly so, because the Sabbath was set up in the Old Testament to provide a day of rest for people who worked all the time and encourage them to focus that time on giving thanks to God for what they have in life. We do not relate to the strict Sabbath observance because it is not part of our experience. 
On the other hand, as Christians we have been pretty good at rooting out a lot of law and legal restrictions. For instance, there are probably people among us who remember when it was forbidden for Christians to dance. Dancing was thought to be the work of the devil. There are some who remember a time when going to movies, playing cards, wearing makeup, and many other things were forbidden in Christian circles. Some of you will remember a time in the Methodist church where drinking any kind of Alcohol for any reason was absolutely against the rules. It is hard today to find many Christians who will take those stands. I suspect that we have matured a little in our overall understanding of the Bible and have come to see that these things are not always wrong, it has a lot to do with your motives and intentions. Sometimes these things can be bad, but there are also ways in which they can be absolutely harmless. 
Once there was a church in Holland which felt strictly bound to obey God’s commandment to keep the Sabbath holy. On a certain Sunday the area was threatened by high wind and ferocious waves. If the dikes were not strengthened, the people would not survive. The police notified the pastor of the danger. He was faced with the decision of whether to call off the services and urge his people to work on the dikes. Unable to make the decision, he called a meeting of his church council. They concluded that God, being omnipotent, can always perform a miracle with the wind and waves. Their duty was to keep the commandment not to work on the Sabbath. The pastor tried one last argument: Did not Jesus himself break the commandment and declare that the Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath? Then an old man stood up and said, "I have always been troubled, Pastor, by something I have never ventured to say publicly. Now I must say it. I have always had the feeling that our Lord Jesus was just a bit of a liberal."
So where do we find meaning and balance in what Jesus is teaching today? 1) Ritual Sabbath worship is important because it gives the rest of our week perspective and focus. Writer Rob Bell puts it well when he says, “Sabbath is taking a day a week to remind myself that I did not make the world and that it will continue to exist without my efforts. Sabbath is a day when my work is done, even if it isn’t. Sabbath is a day when my job is to enjoy. Period. Sabbath is a day when I am fully available to myself and those I love most. Sabbath is a day when I remember that when God made the world, he saw that it was good. Sabbath is a day when I produce nothing. Sabbath is a day when I remind myself that I am not a machine. Sabbath is a day when at the end I say, ‘I didn’t do anything today,’ and I don’t add, ‘And I feel guilty.’ Sabbath is a day when my phone is turned off, I don’t check my email, and you can’t get ahold of me” God gave us the Sabbath as a day of rest partly to make it possible to set aside all other concerns and remember God’s goodness and his presence. 2) This ritual however, does not take the place of our need to offer tangible signs of God’s love to our community. The mission of Jesus is clear. It was about making sure that people know that the kingdom of God is near to them. If ritual observance gets in the way of that, Jesus says the mission is to win out. If our church’s traditions get in the way of the mission, the mission is supposed to win out. If the institution and its reminders that we have never done it that way before, stop us from meeting needs as a bridge to share God’s good news; then bridge building and sharing the good news has to win out. 
We have a propensity for getting so locked into what we do here on Sunday morning that we can loose focus on the rest of our mission. This is not something that is unique to our situation here at West Highlands. Churches all over, some more than others, struggle to find a balance between focusing on institution and rules that govern our life together and being able to shed those rules in an instant if God’s love for people requires it of us.

More than anything Jesus’ teaching here allows us to live within the balance of clear boundaries for living together in Christian community that are necessary, and leaving behind the tyranny  of logbooks full of rules we must work to hard to follow. Not only do they kill the spirit, but in the end they also destroy Jesus mission rather than moving it forward.
This weekend we celebrate the freedom that we have in our country; Freedom to think and worship in ways that make sense to us; Freedom from the tyranny of a king who has absolute power over all the people and the ability to make rules without asking anyone else; Freedom to chose to worship God or not.

These freedoms are important to us because they mirror what Jesus taught. Rules and rituals are fine because they help us define and organize our communities, but we have to balance that with the reminder that people matter most.

Let us pray.
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