THE WOMAN WITH THE BURDEN

In one of Barbara Trapido’s novels Noah is a hospital consultant with a brilliant
research assistant called Arnie Weinberg. Arnie is now applying for his own
consultancy position and Noah has to give references for him. This would not have
been a problem except that Arnie decided, for reasons best known to himself, to have
one of his ears pierced shortly before his job interview. Noah then had to spend a
considerable amount of time re-assuring a rather stuffy hospital appointments
committee that a man with a pierced ear could still be the best man for their job.

Why, Noah demanded of his wife, could not Arnie Weinberg have waited to pierce his
*** ear until after the *** committee had met?

Good question. You can hear the religious leaders asking the same question about
Jesus, when he had deliberately healed a crippled woman on the Sabbath Day-a day
supposedly for rest, not for work like healing. The woman had been bent over for
fifteen years. Would one more day have made that much difference? She had not
asked Jesus for healing. She had not been screaming in pain, begging him to help. It
was Jesus who took the initiative and healed her there and then. Why, they asked each
other, could not Jesus have waited until the *** Sabbath was over to make this
woman well?

Why show so little respect for other people’s standards and beliefs?

Why deliberately set out to annoy them?
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The law, of Jesus’ day, which gave people one day in seven to rest, had been intended
more as a gift than as an imposition. Way back in Israelite history, the people had
been kept as slaves in Egypt. And as slaves they had been forced to work every day of
every week of every month of every year. They worked quite literally until they
dropped, which did not take very long.

Once Moses they got them out of Egypt and established them as an independent
community, a rule about having one day off every week was included as one of the
ten great commandments. For six days do your work but on the seventh, take a rest.
Keep the day special- a day to be still, to be refreshed, to spend time with God. The
law was made in the interest of physical, emotional and spiritual welfare. We all need
time off. We need time to be quiet, time to think, time to sort ourselves out. Perpetual
stress is a killer.

Did you know that many of our own working people in the nineteenth century had to
fight to get a weekly day of rest Unscrupulous Victorian employers would force their
labourers to work day in day out or get the sack and face starvation. Laws had to be
passed to safeguard Sundays for working people.

Towards the end of the twentieth century, | was one of those who campaigned against
Sunday shop opening for the simple reason that I did not know a single shop assistant
who was not dreading the change of law. They knew, that no matter what promises
were made, they would be compelled to work on Sundays and that there would be
loopholes found which would make them work, if their employers thought it
necessary, seven days a week. And they were right.

The day of rest, was given for the benefit of the human race. Jesus himself said that.
Unfortunately though, by his time it had become more of a burden than a gift. The
rules governing what you might and might not do on the Sabbath day were so



complicated that this one day was causing more stress than all the other six put
together. You could walk so many yards and that was not work: one yard further and
it was work and you were breaking the law. You could help an animal that had fallen
into a ditch because that was an emergency but you could not practise routine
medicine on a sick person because that was work.

There are men and women alive today who can remember Sunday in this country as
being pretty stressful: a day when you were not allowed to play games, read story
books, make any noise; when children had to be dressed up in uncomfortable “best
clothes” which must be kept spotlessly clean; when the only activity allowed was to
attend church three times over and the services were incredibly tedious.

Have you heard the old superstition about the man in the moon? Apparently, the story
went, the man in the moon had once been an ordinary human being living on earth
until he had committed the sin of gathering firewood on a Sunday and, as a
punishment, God put him-and his dog- up on the moon. | am not quite sure why the
dog had to go as well... whether it was thought to be an accomplice in the crime or
whether God was just taking pity on the man and giving him some company. But it all
seems a bit excessive just for picking up a few sticks of firewood.

The day of rest becomes the day of stress, which is a pity, because that was never
what it was intended to be.
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Don’t you find though that religion does this? It has a frightening knack of taking
something which is meant be good and turning it bad. Organised religion was always
supposed to be a benefit to the human race, providing a structure in which people
could share their experiences and build up their beliefs; where they could help one
another to get in touch with God; where they could shape sound rules for living, based
on really worthwhile ideals; where they could take care of each other; and where they
could influence the world for good in the name of God. That is what religion is
supposed to be about.

But over and over again it has become a burden, a burden imposed upon weaker
people by stronger people. It has become complicated with rules and rituals that many
cannot understand. It has become a power-struggle between rival leaders, a money-
grabbing exercise for greedy cults, a set of straight-jackets manufactured by people
who cannot cope with change.

You have probably heard Richard Dawkins shouting his mouth off about the evils of
religion. Yes, a lot of what he says is under-researched, undiluted, highly-paid bigotry
but unfortunately he can always find people who will tell him that yes, their religious
upbringing was a millstone around their neck, it left them with a heavy burden of
stress, confusion, guilt and doubt. It did not bring them nearer to God. It did not
inspire them to be better people. It did not listen to them or encourage them. It did not
take their questions seriously. So having your child baptised and promising to bring
him up within the Christian church is tantamount to child abuse, says Dawkins- poor
little Jake....

But Jesus Christ, despite all his clashes with the religion of his day, still left behind
him not a collection of individual friends who each would go their own way, but a
community. He left those who believed in him as Son of God and Saviour of the
world to support each other, to build each other up in faith, to proclaim his Gospel of



peace with God and to work together to bring the kingdom of God to the world. Jesus
believed that even fallible human beings could shape a religion which would work.
And although Richard Dawkins can find plenty of people for whom religion has not
worked, there are plenty more for whom it has. | mean, why are you all here today?
Somebody somewhere must have helped you and encouraged you and taught you so
that you made up your mind to be in this Christian church today. And you trusted that
at some point in your being here you would be helped to get closer to God.

The challenge then is how we keep religion as what it should be? How we prevent it
from becoming a man-made burden rather than a God-given gift? Jake’s parents have
brought him here for baptism because they know that if a child is to grow up with any
kind of faith, he —and they-will need the backing of a Christian community. How can
we ensure that Christian upbringing becomes a blessing to Jake, not an imposition?
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Our first reading told us how, several hundred years before Jesus, a man called
Jeremiah was called by God to be a prophet. Prophets had an official status within that
society. They worked partly with the priests, in the religious life of the country and
partly with the Government. They were like, “the conscience” the church and the
state, appointed to keep in touch with God and bring his words to the people.

And the impression you get from God’s first conversation with Jeremiah, is that
Jeremiah is not being called to keep things going the way they have always been
done. He is told to “uproot and tear down, destroy and overthrow, build and plant.”
Not purely for the sake of making trouble but because his society was changing. It had
become fragmented after a series of weak and corrupt leaders. It was threatened by
super-powers. People were frightened and insecure. And the priests were doing and
saying nothing other than what they had always said and done.

Jeremiah found that he could not, in all conscience simply attend royal garden parties
in his official capacity and say “my loyal respects to your Majesty.” Nor could he go
into the temple and preach from the pulpit “be at peace. You are alright. God is on
your side and that is all that matters.” He could not “toe the party line.” He had to stir
things up. He had to warn people of impending trouble. He had to speak to them in
the light of what was going on right now in their world and in their lives. And
although the political leaders hated him and the religious leaders hated him, the
people clung to him, especially when calamity did fall on their nation because then,
even in their trauma he could talk to them of God in ways which made sense.

Jesus did not heal that woman on the Sabbath day just because he thought it would be
fun to shock a few religious fuddy-duddies. It was all part of a much bigger message:
that for religion to do what it was intended to do: bring people closer to God: it must
take account of their needs, of their situation. It must help them to grow, not hold
them back; it must keep them moving, not root them to the ground. It must be
constantly developing, re-shaping, re-inventing itself because it is about life and life is
never static. In lifting the burden of pain and disability from that woman’s shoulders
on the Sabbath day, Jesus was symbolically lifting the burden which religion had
become from many people’s shoulders.
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When | was a child in the Plymouth Brethren, their Sunday morning service was
rather like a Quaker service: the people sat in a circle and spent long periods of time



in silence, with only an occasional hymn or prayer or reading. My parents agreed that,
when we were young, they would take it in turns to attend this Morning Meeting and
the other would stay at home to look after the children.

One Sunday it was my mother’s turn to go and my brother Tim, who was about six
years old, asked if he could go with her. Now mother knew, as did everybody else
acquainted with our family, that Tim was fundamentally incapable of sitting still for
more than two seconds at a time but hope springs eternal, as they say, so she took him
with her. Well, Tim barely lasted his usual two seconds before starting to fidget,
wriggle around, whisper to mother when would it be time to go home and did she
have any sweets in her handbag. As they finally walked out Mum said, “I’m not
taking you again, Tim. | knew you wouldn’t like it and when you are so restless, |
don’t enjoy the service.”

Two weeks’ later it was her turn to go again and Tim begged to be allowed a second
chance. He would be good. He promised he would be good. He would sit still and he
would be quiet. Mother did not have the energy to argue so she took him again. And
this time, miraculously, he did sit still. He was so quiet that mother began to wonder if
he was sickening for something. Then in the heart of the silence, his voice rang out:
““Are you enjoying yourself then, Mum?”” Mother frowned and shook her head at him.
“No,” he said, “neither am I. | shan’t come anymore.”

When Jesus had healed that woman, she stood up, opened her mouth and praised God-
right there in public, in the place where women were not normally allowed to speak at
all. She was a woman, her disability had quite probably prevented her from marrying
and having children-in that society she would have been the lowest of the low. And
for the first time, those religious people heard her voice, heard what she had to say,
heard how she wanted to praise God. That is what religion needs: to hear the voice of
the people.

So we need children who will ask “are you really enjoying yourself, Mum?”
“How does your church help you to be a good person, Mum?”’

“Where was God in our church today, Mum?

“Is our religion really changing the world, Mum?”

It is the searching questions and the challenges of each new generation that will keep
our religion pure. And, as we hope and pray today that our Christian community will
be a precious gift of God to Jake and to every child brought here for baptism, so we
also know that each child is God’s gift to us. May the questions Jake asks and the
challenges he presents to us, move us forward and ever nearer to God.

Amen.



