
The next morning, however, Chair 
Bentley called to ask for an 
appointment. We met in THE pastor’s 
office. She juggled a folder of papers 
on her lap. Then, this woman, who is 
small but mighty, began. “I believe you 
meant well, but you have done a very 
dangerous thing.” My heart skipped a 
beat as Chair Bentley gave a nervous 
laugh when she saw that all the blood 
drained from my face. She continued on 
bravely. “We are a lay led congregation. 
We are BAPTISTS! No pastor tells us 
what to do. The lay people make the 
decisions here.” And I said, “Yes ma’am.”

In today’s gospel, Jesus is preaching 
with authority in a synagogue that is 
not his own. In Luke’s gospel, Jesus 
teaches on hillsides and mountains, 
from boats and in a variety of “cities.” 
The specific locations are rarely given. 
Luke mainly tells us “he arose and 
went out.” And yet, each context acts 
as a road sign along the highway to 
Jerusalem. Each stop, each encounter, 
moves Jesus closer and closer to his 
fateful end, because he consistently 
claims authority in spaces where he 
holds no official weight. In verse 10 of 
chapter 13, it clearly states that it is the 
Sabbath, the holiest of days, and Jesus 
is teaching in a synagogue. According 
to Jewish law, Jesus has no authority 
here, but he, clearly, is not suffering 
from personal insecurity!

Now let’s think about this for a minute. 
He is in a synagogue. It is the place 
where the local rabbi and the Pharisees 
have authority. The worshipers who 
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It may be hard to imagine, but there is 
a nagging insecurity that has plagued 
me all my life. My father once told me 
that you could get away with a lot of 
things if you only acted like you knew 
what you were doing. His example was 
from that very day when he had eaten 
lunch in the private dining room of the 
state legislature uninvited. While his 
own action went beyond my personal 
courage, I did take his advice to heart. 
So when I came to Covenant, while I 
had plenty of church experience, I had 
never served as a pastor. I realized that 
it was time to, at least, act like I knew 
what I was doing. It seemed 
to work until Eljee Bentley 
served as chair of the Finance 
Committee.

It was a particularly hard 
budget year. Membership was down and, 
to be honest, the tenor of the church 
was still unstable. We weren’t quite sure 
if Covenant could bounce back from 
the recent unrest in the congregation, 
which of course, is usually played out 
in the gifts received in the Sunday 
morning collection. And so the Finance 
Committee met to go over the budget 
requests from the committee chairs. 
They had set ambitious goals for their 
dreams that year. As we reviewed their 
requests, all good, Jenny Smith would 
say, “I just don’t see how we are going to 
do this.” We left the meeting with Chair 
Bentley’s charge to think carefully about 
our next steps.

Now I took Chair Bentley’s charge to 
heart. I went home and thought and 
prayed. I stayed up late burning up the 
batteries in Lloyd’s calculator. With 
some solutions worked out, I emailed a 
proposal to the Finance Committee and 
went to bed.
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Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know that 
I do not take full credit 

for anything that may be 
contained within, because 
I may have read or heard 
something at some point 

during my pilgrimage 
and do not remember its 
source and thus, cannot 
give the rightful author 

his/her credit. I pray that 
you will find inspiration 

and encouragement.

Sarah Shelton

To Whom Does the Church Belong?
Genesis 15:1-6; Philippians 3:17-4:1; Luke 13:10-17, 31-35

Jesus consistently claims 
authority in spaces where he 

holds no official weight.



have gathered are “their” people, studying “their” 
law, living “their” commandments. He has a seminary 
degree. He possesses a lifelong understanding of 
what is supposed to happen in church and what is 
not. He is the congregation’s faithful churchman who 
has dedicated their babies, 
taught their children 
patiently in Saturday School, 
officiated at their weddings 
and grieved with them at 
the graveside. And here he 
is (probably at the insistence of his congregation) 
being gracious enough to invite this visiting teacher, 
the “wonder of Galilee,” into his synagogue to lead 
worship. And then, the guest teacher has the audacity 
to hijack the service and the congregation! 

Here is how that happens: 
A woman enters the worship space on what appears 
to be a routine trip to the local synagogue. I imagine 
that she moves in slow and careful ways, for hers is 
a world of quiet resignation. She comes to worship 
without an expectation that her life will change that 
very day, because she has been to worship many times, 
and nothing ever changed for her physically before. 
She is practically bent in half by the curvature of her 
spine, her scoliosis or broken back. (Gretchen Ziegenhals, 
The Christian Century, 4-5-89) Feminist theologians offer 
that like many women in the world, this woman’s 
physical infirmity probably comes from carrying 
jugs of water too heavy for her frame while she also 
bears and raises children, prepares food, weaves 
and makes clothes. She is burdened, laid low, by the 
endless jobs that define her life. (Ziegenhals) Because 
these tasks make women little more than beasts of 
burden, I have to wonder if these theologians are 
correct, because Jesus likens her situation to that of 
the ox and ass, who are also beasts of burden that 
men automatically untie in order to water them on 
the Sabbath. So it is logical that Jesus asks: “Ought 
not this woman, a daughter of Abraham whom Satan 
bound for eighteen years, also be loosened from her 
bondage on the Sabbath day?”

Her disability makes her unemployable. She has no 
beauty. Her sight is limited to only what is on the 
ground so that trees are known by their roots and 
people by their feet. For eighteen years, she has been 
cut off from community. She is deformed physically, 
yes, but she is also misshapen by her loneliness. Her 
lack of power within society is emphasized by her 
silence; she has no language recorded in this story. 
Not only can she not straighten herself, she cannot 

lift her head to even look at Jesus. All she has is a 
partial view – some side-long glance. So she does not 
call out to get Jesus’ attention. She does not touch 
Jesus. She does not even approach Jesus. And while I 
am tempted to say she is merely there – only present – 

the truth is she exemplifies 
incredible courage to be a 
visible reminder to all those 
church people that she is 
still one among them, still 
claiming faith and her place 

as a beloved child of God’s just by being present in 
the synagogue. She isn’t there because she is curious 
about Jesus. She is there, because it is her habit, a 
free spirit due to the strength that faith provides.

Think of the times you have attempted to be invisible 
in church. You do not look anyone in the eye because 
you do not want anyone to know your pain or grief, 
your disappointments or failures. You slip silently 
into your place burdened, weighted down by a poor 
decision or a frightening diagnosis. Maybe you carry 
the disruption that jobs and relationships can inflict 
or the burden of all those bills that await payment on 
your desk. We become this woman when our personal 
pain is such that our sight is limited and our view of 
God’s goodness is only partial. 

It’s relatively easy to identify with the bent over 
woman, but it works the other way around too. If we 
flip the point of entry into the story, think about when 

we have been present and so full of righteousness or 
judgment that we fail to hear another’s view or to see 
the anguish that is so obviously present. This is the 
angry synagogue leader in a nutshell.

Phillip Gulley says: 
You know what I think? …I think she’d been 
showing up for eighteen years hoping to be 
healed, but this religious leader had never even 
noticed her. The compassion of Jesus stands in 
stark contrast to the preacher’s indifference and 
neglect. (“Things Jesus Taught Us 6”)

These tasks make women 
little more than beasts of 

burden...
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We become this woman when 
our personal pain is such that 
our sight is limited and our 
view of God’s goodness is 

only partial. 



You see, when the woman comes into Jesus’ view, 
He immediately takes initiative and calls to her. 
“Woman, you are freed from your infirmity!” He then 
lays His hands on her, and she is able to stand tall. 
Immediately, she begins to praise God. Celebration 
breaks out among the assembled except for the 
ruler of the synagogue. This ruler of the synagogue 
is indignant! He is furious that work has occurred 
on the Sabbath. But rather than approach Jesus, he 
punishes those gathered with his words, “There are 
six days to do work. If you want to be healed come 
on one of those days. This is the Sabbath! We are not 
supposed to work today.” 

Jesus, not with one speck of insecurity, addresses the 
religious leader directly by calling him a hypocrite. 
Hypocrite is the Greek word for “actor.” This man only 
acts likes like he is spiritual. This man only acts like 
he loves God. This man only acts like he loves God’s 
people. Jesus is making it clear that this religious leader 
is no midwife of joy; he would rather promote joyless, 
loveless, hopeless adherence to law than experience 
the healing freedom of grace. The 
religious leader, so concerned with 
rules and regulations, represents 
an entire system of faith that is 
crippled, bent over, more concerned 
with rules, oughts and shoulds, with 
its treatment of donkeys than with 
the daughters of Abraham.

What gets lost in this rhetoric, what 
is missing in the synagogue, what is absent in the 
religious leader’s right-eous ministry is a sense of 
God’s love for all; a love that includes all and reaches 
out to all. It lacks deeply embedded love within the 
community so that it extends beyond the synagogue’s 
doors. It misses out on love that refuses to diminish 
or restrict, confine or deny anyone. (John Buchanan, 
“Expansive,” 8-26-07) It cannot provide the experience of 
being brought under a mother hen’s wings for secure 
safety. Healing is what God intends for our lives. God 
invites us to stand upright and claim joy within a 
community that celebrates with us.

So my favorite part of this story is that small detail 
attached to the ending when the narrator says: “The 
entire crowd was rejoicing at all the wonderful things 
Jesus was doing.” They didn’t listen to the leader of 
the synagogue. They didn’t listen to their culture. 
They let Jesus define their reality and as a result, 
they rejoice. These ordinary people, living their lives 
as best they can, caring for their families as best they 

can, working as best they can, gather once a week 
with other believers to be reminded that there is 
purpose to all of this; that each small life matters – all 
of it, mine and yours; this child’s and that old woman’s; 
the red and yellow, black and white; those under the 
rainbow flag; on the downtown streets or over the 
mountain – all of it matters. All of it is precious to 
God who loves us passionately, whose love will not 
be confined and restricted by those who think they 
have the definitive last word. No! God finds a way 
to embrace each one of us, and so the entire crowd 
rejoices,” because they know love when they see it. 

Barbara Brown Taylor has a new book coming out. 
(“My Holy Envy of Other Faith Traditions,” The Christian Century, 
March 7, 2019) In it, she uses a phrase originally coined 
by a former Dean of Harvard Divinity School, Krister 
Stendahl. The phrase is “holy envy.” Holy envy occurs 
when you look at a different faith tradition from your 
own and find bits and pieces of understanding and 
practice that enhance your own personal faith rather 
than diminish it. Throughout my entire life, I have had 

holy envy of the Episcopal Church. 
While I would not have flourished 
with a Bishop to preside over me (I 
am very Baptist in that regard), I am 
drawn to their liturgy, the pageantry 
of their worship, and the authority 
with which their priests preside. 

Kee Sloan is retiring as the Bishop 
of Alabama’s Episcopal Church. 

In his address to the Diocesan Convention, he told 
about his first pastorate where Miss Elizabeth was a 
member. In their first conversation she told Kee that 
he didn’t need to come in and change things just to 
suit himself. “It isn’t your church,” she said. “As our 
priest, you only serve this church.”

The wise wisdom of the faithful, like Miss Elizabeth 
and Eljee Bentley, should ring true for all of us. This 
isn’t OUR church to possess. This isn’t MY church, 
or Valerie’s or Dan’s or Taylor’s, just like it wasn’t 
those Pharisees’ church in Jesus’ time. No, the church 
belongs to God. God is the only authority here and 
God’s authority looks a lot like love.
Love that frees those in bondage.
Love that helps those bent in half to stand tall.
Love that sees no identifiers except the fact that you 
are a child of God’s, worthy and precious in God’s 
sight.
Love that, by the grace of God, sometimes re-forms 

God invites us to 
stand upright and 
claim joy within 

a community that 
celebrates with us.
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us into who we pretend to be. (Stanley Hauerwas, 
“Repentance,” Journal for Preachers, Lent 2019)

Thanks be to God, amen.
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