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A member of my housemate’s Zen Buddhist practice has been in and out of rehab recently as 
he struggles with alcohol and drug addiction.   
 
Next year, Gloucester celebrates 400 years since its founding, but this month marks 403 years 
since the first African people were captured and brought against their will to Jamestown, VA.  
Slavery, especially of black people, has been a part of US history since the beginning, and the 
disparities it has left have never been adequately addressed.   
 
In the Old Testament, the boy Jeremiah is called by God to be a prophet to the leaders and 
people of Judah and Jerusalem in the “end times” of the nation of Israel.  Over and over again, 
he calls the people back to God as the nation goes down the drain. After 30 years, the elites are 
carried off into exile in Babylon and ten years later Jerusalem is destroyed.  
 
In the Gospel, Jesus is teaching in a synagogue on the Sabbath when a bent-over woman shows 
up.  We are told that she has “a spirit that had crippled her for eighteen years.”  Jesus calls her 
over, tells her she is freed from her illness, lays hands on her, and she straightens up.  Then the 
synagogue leader reams out Jesus for healing on the Sabbath, for breaking laws about working. 
 
These four events remind us that there are many ways to become enslaved—whole people 
captured and carried off from their homeland because they are a different color or different 
nationality or different religion.  Individuals today are enslaved in sweatshops, “massage 
parlors” and sex rings; vulnerable youth and immigrants are promised money and freedom but 
bound by greedy people with abuse, violence and drugs. Some people suffer from a crippling 
disease, emotional or spiritual affliction that bends their body in two and keeps them from 
having a normal life.  Slavery and captivity are not just things of the past. 
 
When Jesus starts his ministry in Luke 4, he reads the passage of Isaiah 61 that lays out his 
mission:  to bring good news to the poor, to proclaim release to the captives, sight to the blind, 
to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of God’s favor.  Release to the captives and 
letting the oppressed go free.  Here, in Luke chapter 13, he demonstrates this.  Twice.  As he is 
preaching in the synagogue on the Sabbath, he sees a crippled woman. This may have been 
caused by a physical ailment like osteoporosis or arthritis, a crippling emotional distress, or an 
outside spirit that forced her to live bent-over.  He immediately proclaims that she is freed, lays 
hands on her and heals her, freeing her from her captivity. When challenged about healing on 
the Sabbath, he says that this “daughter of Abraham,” good Jewish woman, has suffered 
enough and deserves immediate relief.   Because his mission is to release the captives and set 
the oppressed free. 
 
There is another kind of captivity here that Jesus addresses.  It is the synagogue leader’s 
captivity to laws and rules that are binding him and keeping him from participating in the 
fullness of life with God.  One purpose of Sabbath is to rest from work, as God rested from 
Creation.  But another purpose is to revel in freedom:   



In Deuteronomy God says, “Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt and the Lord 
your God freed you from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm; therefore the Lord 
your God has commanded you to observe Shabbat.” (Deuteronomy 5:15)   
 
The Sabbath is not meant to be a prison of rules about what you can and cannot do; it is a time 
of glorious rest from work, a time of celebration and freedom that enslaved people cannot 
enjoy.  It is a time to remember those who are enslaved.  Therefore, Jesus invites the people to 
rejoice in true Sabbath—the freeing of this woman from captivity, and liberation from laws that 
oppress instead of bringing life.  The crowd loves it; the leaders are probably furious.  The 
mission of Jesus is to release the captives—all of the captives—and let the oppressed go free—
all of the oppressed, even the self-oppressed. 
 
So Jesus offers both kinds of freedom—freedom from addictions, ailments, and relationships 
that bind us, that diminish and restrict us—AND freedom from the laws and systems and 
powers that are oppressive.  Take a moment to be still, and ask God to show you where you or 
people you know are caught and enslaved.  What fear or pain or lie keeps you or them trapped? 
Visualize, if you can, that thing as a cord that binds.  And ask Jesus to come and cut it, to release 
us or release them and set us free. 
 
Now, what are the systems and laws and powers that oppress?  This may be a harder challenge, 
because we’ve been socialized to believe that we live in a just society.  But we don’t.  Where do 
you see the pain and fear and lies?  Who suffers the most from them?  Who also suffers from 
them?   
 
In my weekly embodied anti-racist practice, this week we looked at a video on how 
organizations can move towards becoming anti-racist and truly multi-cultural.  (Povi-tamu 
Bryant and Krystal Torres-Covarrubias on Strengthening Your Anti-Racist Practice; 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RmggsIZUsQ8 ).   The talk is based on the “Continuum on 
Becoming an Anti-Racist Multicultural Organization” from the Crossroads Ministry in Chicago.  I 
kept thinking about both St. John’s and the wider Church during the video: where do we fall on 
the continuum?  What is the work that we need to do to be transformed to a truly multi-
cultural organization that seeks full equity of all people? 
 
There are six categories for organizations.  The first is “exclusionary.”  That is, an organization 
that “intentionally and publicly excludes or segregates African Americans, Native Americans, 
Latinos, and Asian Americans” and probably also excludes women, LGBTQ people, and others. 
The second category is “passive” or “club”—the organization is “tolerant of a limited number of 
“token” People of Color and members from other social identify groups allowed in with 
"proper" perspective and credentials.” But it “continues to intentionally maintain white power 
and privilege through its formal policies and practices, teachings, and decision making on all 
levels of institutional life.”   
 
The third is a “compliance organization,” one that makes symbolic change.  In this, it “makes 
official policy pronouncements regarding multicultural diversity, sees itself as "non-racist" 
institution with open doors to People of Color, carries out intentional inclusiveness efforts, 
recruiting "someone of color" on committees or office staff,”  



BUT there is “Little or no contextual change in culture, policies, and decision making” and “Is 
still relatively unaware of continuing patterns of privilege, paternalism.”  This might be where 
St. John’s is.  The fourth category is as an affirming institution, one that is ready to move 
towards an identity change.   The organization “Develops analysis of systemic racism, Sponsors 
programs of anti-racism training, Develops intentional identity as an "anti-racist" institution, 
Begins to develop accountability to racially oppressed communities” and “Actively recruits and 
promotes members of groups have been historically denied access and opportunity.”  BUT 
“Institutional structures and culture that maintain white power and privilege (are) still intact 
and relatively untouched.”   
 
 The fifth category is “structural transformation.”  This organization “Commits to (the) process 
of intentional institutional restructuring, based upon anti-racist analysis and identity, Audits 
and restructures all aspects of institutional life to ensure full participation of People of Color, 
including their world-view, culture and lifestyles, Implements structures, policies and practices 
with inclusive decision making and other forms of power sharing on all levels of the institution’s 
life and work” and “Commits to struggle to dismantle racism in the wider community.”   I would 
say that our diocese is about here—imperfectly, but at least headed in this direction.  
 
And finally, there is the idealized “Fully Inclusive Anti-Racist Multicultural Organization in a 
Transformed Society” where the institution and community have overcome racism and 
oppression: “Institution's life reflects full participation and shared power with diverse racial, 
cultural and economic groups in determining its mission, structure, constituency, policies and 
practices, Members across all identity groups are full participants in decisions, and inclusion of 
diverse cultures, lifestyles, and interest, A sense of restored community and mutual caring”—in 
other words, the Kingdom or community of God.  We’re not there yet!  But this is what Jesus is 
talking about—working towards that freedom that respects all people, values difference, and 
mutually makes decisions—an equitable, not an equal society. 
 
We are not free when the structures that we live in oppress and demean others.  Our Episcopal 
Church is mostly White, privileged and educated.  It has historically sided with people of power, 
especially powerful men, and St. John’s isn’t immune from this heritage.  At this time of 
transition, it’s worth asking:  What if we were to do the work as an institution to become more 
multi-cultural and anti-racist?  To aim for real transformation, not just tokenism?  What would 
be the benefit to us?  To the community?  What would be the cost?   
 
As we pray to the Jesus of release and freedom, let us include St. John’s and our structures in 
this prayer.  Let us pray.  Amen. 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   


