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In the Name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
Today we will have the final session of our Summer Series. I'll be sad to see it finished. I've alluded to Rachel Held Evans' 
wonderful work several times in sermons over the last couple months, a story of her own faith and how she came to read and 
appreciate the Bible anew. The book is entitled Inspired -- both, I believe, as a nod to the Biblical texts and authors who were 
inspired by God in their writing and to how many readers of scripture feel after grappling and wrestling with the Bible. 
Evans' book left us feeling similarly -- many of us asked tons of questions, sometimes elated in a new discovery we'd just 
learned, other times frustrated by a stance we just couldn't agree with. But this is what good literature does -- it stays with us. 
Like Jacob wrestling with God, you might learn something really important, and you might even live to tell the tale, but 
you're gonna leave with a limp. You're going to leave changed. 
 
We believe God speaks to us even now through Holy Scripture, and the Bible's many stories, poems, histories, prophecies, 
and parables (among plenty of other genres) have a way of staying with us, of abiding with us. I hear this a lot when planning 
funerals, that a family will come in and have almost no idea what they want the service to be like, but the readings are often 
the east part because everyone in the room has known for years that "Psalm 139 was Grandpa's favorite", or that "Mom 
always loved that part with Jesus and the children." For many readers of scripture, our favorites stories remain with us 
because they are, perhaps, where we first came to know God -- that maybe it was a line in the Gospels that first got you 
hooked, that when you were struggling, reading some of Jesus' words of mercy and forgiveness helped you truly to see God 
working in your life; or maybe it took finding some of the softer, more gentle passages from the prophets to believe that the 
God of love is really present in the Old Testament, too.  
 
Scripture can often leave us awestruck in powerful moments. I know that in a handful of occasions in my life, an experience 
with scripture was so inspiring that it completely changed me.  
 
Like sitting in a church in Alaska on a mission trip the summer before I went to college and hearing my priest tell me from 
Luke "to whom much is given, much is expected." That was the beginning of my call to ordained ministry. 
 
Or sitting in an operating room at Paoli Hospital and reading from the ninth canticle from Isaiah "Give thanks to the Lord 
and call upon his Name" as Lydia was born two years ago today. I'd never thought that such an overwhelming thankfulness 
and gratitude was possible until that moment. 
 
The Holy Spirit has a way of nudging us along, of opening our eyes in these kinds of moments, though major life events 
aren't required for scripture to change us. Sometimes it happens from hearing a familiar story told in a new way and allowing 
the Holy Spirit to do the rest. We got great glimpses of this while reading Inspired, and I especially looked forward to the 
short, little chapters when Evans retold a very familiar story with a modern twist, or as a screenplay, or told through the 
perspective of a child's eyes. It made stories that had perhaps grown old become new once more. 
 
So instead of simply quoting one of the New Testament letters, Evans told a story of how a seemingly random town off the 
Mediterranean Sea would have become abuzz with activity and expectation when a letter-carrier arrived with one of Paul's 
letters -- one this town and the Christian assembly hadn't yet heard, one that challenged the norms of the empire even 
though it could have meant their lives if they were caught listening to it, and most importantly, one that encouraged their 
faith and increased their love of God and one another. It's hard to recreate that energy and excitement when all we hear 
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sometimes is 2,000 year old advice to a church we'll never get to visit.  
 
Elsewhere, Evans tells the story of the fearful disciples in the boat as Jesus walks on water -- but it's the details of the weather 
and the thoughts and emotions of the passengers that make it a more intriguing story. Reading a more thorough version of 
the story made the disciples' fear more palpable considering the sting of the wind and water in their eyes or the boat rising 
and falling with every passing wave or the thought of capsizing and losing everything -- especially if they couldn't swim. And 
while none of those details are in the Gospel narratives, they're certainly implied, and hearing these between-the-lines details 
just might make us hear the good news with a greater sense of encouragement. 
 
Evans' repeated point to her readers is to bring them into the depth of the details of these stories -- to listen for what goes 
unsaid -- and then to picture where God might be at work in these holy words. Then, as readers of scripture who are also 
disciples of Jesus, the ball then falls in our court, and the questions we must ask ourselves are both simple and wonderfully 
complex: where is my role in the story? Where is my role as a faithful listener? How has God spoken to the whole Church 
across the ages and to me, today, in these holy words? 
 
I believe scripture changes us not just when we hear it differently or as it relates to our life but when we come to realize that 
our lives are our participation in God's story -- a story that began before scripture was ever written, a story that was captured 
in many times and places as scripture was written, and a story that has continued on for the last 2,000 years to this very 
moment and beyond. You and I are a part of this sacred story, and when we know that to be true, we start to listen to 
scripture in a way that might affect us, even change us, more than we could have ever  imagined. 
 
So I offer you a different context for today's Gospel lesson that might lead us hearing this story anew. It won't be exactly the 
same story, but we’ll say that it’s inspired by the story of the suffering woman. Instead of a normal sabbath day in the ancient 
synagogue, picture a normal Sunday in an Episcopal Church today -- and throughout, listen for details that might have gone 
unsaid. Listen for the emotions of the people. Listen to how it's different and how it's similar to what we heard in Luke. And 
listen for where God is speaking to you through a word or phrase. 
 

As the preacher is finishing up her sermon, the front doors of the church creak open and close with a soft thud. In 
walks a woman dressed in clothes no one would ever admit to wearing let alone actually wear to church. She's 
limping, aching, in severe pain, and groaning out loud as she stumbles into the Narthex. As it turns out, there were 
children of this parish who had been born, grown up, and started college in the amount of time this woman had 
been actively suffering. 
 
The greeters had already found their seats, and seeing that everyone was already in the sanctuary, the woman decides 
that since she's already made it this far, and because she has nothing to lose, she might as well head in to see if anyone 
will help her. 
 
Heads start to turn as she makes her way to one of the chairs down near the back of one of the side aisles. "Who is this 
woman?", many are thinking. "Is she lost?"; "Is she dangerous?". No one seems to have met her before, and she's 
certainly not a member of the church. But she goes inside anyway, looking desperate for community, for belonging, 
for relief, for sustenance. 
 
She takes her seat and winces as her withered body meets the hard wooden chair. She hasn't showered in days, and 
the people around her have noticed as much. One of the ushers sees her and makes his way over to hand her a 
bulletin. 
 
"Here you are, ma'am. Welcome to our parish!" he whispers. 
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She looks up and manages a small smile. She notices a "How Can I Help You?" button on the lapel of his suit jacket. 
"That's very nice, thank you." she says. "Say, is that button real? You can help me?" 
I've got this, the usher thinks to himself. He's just about to tell her where the closest bathroom is when she asks, 
"You don't happen to have any groceries here, do you?" 
 
The usher pauses, unsure of what to say. The parish did have groceries, after all. It ran one of the biggest food 
pantries in town, but it was only open on weekdays.  
"Groceries, ma'am? Now? We're still in the middle of the service." 
The woman considers his question and points to his button. "Well, you did kinda ask if I needed help. Anyway, I 
haven't been able to afford groceries for a while. It would be a big help from you kind Christian folk." 
 
The usher can't help but feel badly for her, but what was he supposed to do? He had to get back to help with the 
offering. 
 
Hesitating, he responds, "I'm sorry ma'am, but you'll have to come back tomorrow. We've never opened the pantry 
on Sundays because we try to focus on our worship schedule." 
The woman expected as much. "Worth a shot," she says. 
The usher is nervous at this point, and he doesn't know what else to say to the poor woman. He couldn't just open 
the pantry for anyone -- it wasn't his job, anyway. 
"Well, we're glad you're here," he manages to say awkwardly, and walks off as the Peace begins. 
 
In the midst of a sea of handshakes, the usher finds the director of the food pantry and goes to shake his hand. 
"Hey Jim, Peace. So I think you'll have a new client tomorrow. That woman in the back asked me for groceries; I told 
her to come back in the morning." 
The director is crestfallen. "You what?", he says, incredulously. 
"Well, you know, the service is still going on -- and anyway, we're closed today, right?"says the usher. "I just assumed 
we couldn't make an exception because then everyone would come on Sunday to be fed." 
 
The director puts his hand on the usher's shoulder reassuringly but shakes his head. "But isn't that why we're all here 
on a Sunday? To be fed, one way or another? If we can help right now, it doesn't matter if we're open tomorrow." 
The usher gives the director a confused look. Aren't I following the rules?, he thinks. 
 
The director continues, "Look; she needs help now, not tomorrow. Isn't this the work God has given us to do? 
Haven't we just finished praying for the poor? If we are given the chance to help out someone who is clearly in need, 
don't you think we can manage to do it, regardless of our schedule?" 
 
The usher looks away and sees a few people shaking hands with the woman in the back. It must have been hard for 
her to get here and beg for help today, he thinks. 
"You're right," says the usher. "I'm sorry I didn't think of it that way." 
The director smiles. "Don't worry about it. Now c'mon. Let's go grab some grocery bags." 

 
So: 
Where is your role in the story? 
With whom do you identify most in the story? 
What is your role as a faithful listener? 
How has God spoken to the whole Church across the ages and to you, today, in this story? 
How has scripture changed your life in the past? 
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How might it be changed again? 

 


