WORSHIP AT HOME
with UCC Westerly
during the Covid-19 outbreak

August 30, 2020
Broadcast from our beautiful sanctuary!!!
This abbreviated At Home Worship Resource is
for your use at home this coming Sunday. Create a small
worship space in your home anywhere. Add a candle, a
bible and perhaps a small summer bouquet!
Settle into your worship space around 9:30am on Sunday and begin. Make your list of
prayer concerns. Then sit in silence and let your mind calm down. When you reach the
Prayer Time in the service, aloud or just in your own mind, ask God to bless each of the
persons and situations on your list. End with the Lord’s Prayer in whatever words are
most comfortable for you. If you would like me to include your prayer requests in the
service, kindly send them to me by email or text prior to 9:30am.
Our service is broadcast on Facebook Live beginning at 8:45am. You can access the
service through the church Facebook page, @UCC Westerly, or the church website
www.uccwesterly.org where you can click on the Facebook symbol to be connected
with the service. Please note that our Facebook Live broadcast is, unfortunately,
subject to some tech issues that are beyond our control and, as a result, the broadcast
sometimes ends prematurely. Our deepest apologies for any time this happens. We’re
doing our best!

~~~~
Light your candle as a reminder of God’s presence with you
Gathering Music –  “Come, Sweet Peace of God”
[MUSIC: Edward Broughton, ©2000, Lorenz Publishing Co.,  All rights reserved. Reprinted under ONE
LICENSE#A-734569]

CALL TO WORSHIP
[adapted from Touch Holiness, Duck & Tirabassi, 1990, The Pilgrim Press, p. 97]

We come to invite the peace of God to rest upon our busy lives so that we may be
quieted into prayer. We come to experience the love of God flowing through our
worship words that we may become alive with opportunities for service. We receive the
grace of God into our beings, seeking out our every need and enflaming our hearts with
the restless joy of the Gospel. Let us worship our God joined together in our spirits.
Opening Song – “All Things Bright and Beautiful”
[WORDS & MUSIC ©1958 Public Domain. All rights reserved. Reprinted under ONE LICENSE#A-734569]

Refrain: All things bright and beautiful, all creatures great and small,
All things wise and wonderful, the Lord God made them all.
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1.

Each little flower that opens, each little bird that sings,
God made their glowing colors, and made their tiny wings. Refrain.

2. The purple-headed mountains, the river running by,
The sunset and the morning that brightens up the sky. Refrain.
3. The cold wind in the winter, the pleasant summer sun,
The ripe fruits in the garden: God made them every one. Refrain.
4. God gave us eyes to see them, and lips that we might tell
How great is God almighty, who has made all things well. Refrain.
UNISON PRAYER OF REFLECTION
[from Touch Holiness, D
 uck & Tirabassi, 1990, The Pilgrim Press, p. 104]

Gracious and holy God, we come to you because you have first come to us.
We know you because you have revealed yourself. Give us in this morning
hour of worship a new sense of your Spirit breathing through us. Lift our
hearts with the wings of song, heal our souls with the balm of prayer,
enliven our minds with the words of scripture and interpretation, and
newly enable us to dedicate our strength, our substance and our service to
your work in the world. We pray in the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.
SCRIPTURE READING
Morning Message

Set Free Anyway

Luke 13:10-17
Rev. Ruth

A TIME OF PRAYER
Special Blessing of the New School Year
Pastoral Prayers
Silent Prayers
The Lord’s Prayer in whatever words are most comfortable for you
OUR RESPONSE TO GOD
Acknowledgement of Gifts & Offerings*
*Doxology “Praise God from whom all blessings flow; Praise Christ all creatures here
below; Praise Holy Spirit, Comforter; One God, Triune, whom we adore. Amen.”
[WORDS & MUSIC ©2013 Public Domain. Reprinted under ONE LICENSE#A-734569]

CLOSING SONG – “Open My Eyes”
[[WORDS & MUSIC: Public Domain. Reprinted under ONE LICENSE#A-734569]

1. Open my eyes that I may see, glimpses of truth thou hast for me;
Place in my hands the wonderful key, that shall unclasp and set me free.
Refrain: Silently now, I wait for thee, ready my God thy will to see. Open
my (eyes*), illumine me, Spirit divine!
2. Open my ears, that I may hear voices of truth thou sendest clear; and while
the wave notes fall on my ear, everything false will disappear.
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Refrain: (ears*)
3. Open my mouth and let me bear gladly the warm truth everywhere;
Open my heart and let me prepare, love with thy children thus to share.
Refrain: (m
 outh*)
ANNOUNCEMENTS
A PRAYER OF BENEDICTION – [The New Century Hymnal, # 875]
May you love God so much that you love nothing else too much;
May you fear God enough that you need fear nothing else at all. Amen.
PASSING OF THE PEACE
Music as the Service ends –  With Might and Majesty
[MUSIC: Steven Scott, ©2000, Lorenz Publishing Co. .,  All rights reserved. Reprinted under ONE
LICENSE#A-734569]

~~~~~~
Set Free Anyway
A Message for Sunday Morning Worship on August 30, 2019
United Congregational Church of Westerly, UCC, Pawcatuck, CT
This sermon is a remix of one first preached on August 25, 2019.
Text: Luke 13:10-17
I confess, this is a sermon I preached for you before. In fact, I preached it here from our
pulpit almost exactly one year ago today. It is not the sermon I intended to preach today but
neither did I expect to come down with shingles earlier in this very busy week meaning I had to
make some changes, fast. I do not like to take shortcuts to my work and this so feels like a
shortcut, but it was also necessary because it freed me from the need to write a new sermon
during a week when it became very clear that time would be in very short supply. In addition to
preparing for Barbara Colby’s funeral yesterday and a wedding in Wilcox Park yesterday, I also
had to find the time to accompany Peter on some medical appointments and somewhere along
the way I needed to get the rest my recovery from shingles demanded. So, I chose freedom in
the guise of reusing this sermon I had written last year. By the way, did I mention I also
managed to tweak my back which sent me hobbling around the house on Wednesday? Needless
to say, when I realized this sermon was about the bent over woman from Luke’s Gospel, it felt
like God was trying to tell me something and here we are.
This transforming notion of freedom, of being set free anyway, despite everything we
might do to keep freedom at a distance without realizing it, is what I’d like us to focus on as we
consider this morning’s text – the healing of the bent over woman from the Gospel of Luke. This
is a richly nuanced story which brings to light so many different issues – treatment of women,
rigidity of systems and structures, even theological debate about what constitutes work and what
doesn’t. But for us this morning, we’re going to examine this story from the perspective of
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freedom, a notion much at the forefront of too many debates in our country right now and all too
often for the wrong reason.
Freedom is the central element in this story. What does Jesus say to the woman after
calling her over to him? He said, “woman, you are set free from your ailment.” Woman, you are
set free from your ailment. He didn’t say, as he does on other occasions of healing someone,
“woman, you are healed” or even “woman, your sins are forgiven.” Clearly the woman had an
illness or injury or physical defect of some sort that required healing but he didn’t say, “you are
healed.” He also didn’t say “your sins are forgiven” which he did say on other occasions because
sin and illness were very much connected in the minds of people in Jesus’ day. If you were ill or
hurting it was either because you were possessed by an evil spirit or because you or your parents
had committed some sin and your infirmity was your punishment for that sin.
But Jesus didn’t talk about being healed or being forgiven. Jesus talked to the woman
about being set free. “Woman, you are set free from your ailment.” Freedom. That’s what this
healing was all about. Freedom. Freedom from illness. Freedom from the narrowest field of
vision one can imagine since this infirmity forced her to keep her eyes only on the ground and
her own feet. Think about that for a moment. This woman had been crippled for 18 years. Bent
over for eighteen years. That’s a lifetime of downcast eyes, a lifetime of looking at dirt and mud
and who knows what else. That’s a lifetime of seeing only the bottom part of life. “Woman, you
are freed from your ailment.” How unbelievable that must have sounded to her! Impossible, she
must have thought. He can’t be talking to me, she had to be thinking. And then, he came over to
her and laid his hands on her. Laid his hands on her!! No wonder the text says she immediately
stood up straight and began praising God. And we can just hear her, can’t we? Hallelujah!
Praise God! Thank you, Jesus!! I don’t have to look at any more feet! I can look up and see the
things all around me. I can see the faces of my family. I can see the flowers in the garden. I can
feel the sun on my face. Praise God! I can’t believe it!
Yes, we can almost hear it. Until her joyous praise is drowned out by the grumbling
voices of the religious leaders. “There are six days on which work ought to be done; come on
those days and be cured, and not on the sabbath day.” The woman probably stopped short and
just stared, tears filling her eyes. She knew then that they hadn’t seen her, noticed her, paid any
attention to her on all those other days when she had come before to pray for deliverance from
her suffering. How could they possibly be angry with her for finding help in God’s house on the
sabbath? Luckily, Jesus took his freedom fight for her right to them. “You hypocrites! Does not
each of you untie his ox or donkey from the manger, and lead it away to give it water? Ought not
this woman, this daughter of Abraham, … be set free from this bondage on the sabbath?” Again,
the woman could scarcely believe what she was hearing. Did he really call her “daughter of
Abraham?” She was, of course as a Jew, a daughter of Abraham, but to have such a title of
honor be used to describe her, someone who just minutes earlier had not looked up from the
ground in 18 years, was simply incredible. What was happening here?
Jesus did several truly incredible things in this story and all of them center on his
particular notion of freedom and how freedom is central to one’s identity as beloved of God.
First, this is one of the only times when Jesus approached someone to offer healing instead of
being asked for the healing first. He saw her need and reached out to her. He knew that she
couldn’t see him because her line of sight was so limited. He knew what she needed, what she
deserved, and he offered it to her without hesitation. He gave her back her life when he gave her
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freedom of movement. He gave it without being asked. Because as a person beloved of God, she
deserved nothing less.
Second, Jesus didn’t care that the leaders of the synagogue found fault with him for
healing on the sabbath. People always mattered more to Jesus than rules, liturgical or
otherwise. People in need always came first with Jesus. He never worried about whether or not
they deserved the help he offered. He just knew they needed help. They needed to be set free
from whatever kept them from living their best lives and set himself free from rigid, mindless
systems that restricted his ability to help them when he saw they needed it.
Third, Jesus set the woman free not only from her affliction but also the critical
judgment of the religious leaders. He didn’t just stand there while they complained to the crowd
that the woman had no business showing up to be healed on the sabbath. He took her side and
in the most powerful way he could, by calling her a daughter of Abraham – a Jewish woman
worthy of respect. He freed her from their criticism of her and he did it by shaming them in
front of the crowd for their heartless rigidity. Don’t be ridiculous, Jesus says. You know it is
permitted on the sabbath to free an animal and take it to get a drink and you do it. How dare
you say this woman isn’t as important as an animal? Wow. That’s a slap in the face for sure.
And, the crowd loved it.
Freedom. Freedom from affliction for the woman. Freedom from rigid ritualistic rules
than stand in the way of helping someone in need. Freedom from worry about what people
think. Freedom to be who it is God created you to be. That’s what Jesus is illustrating for us in
this story. It’s not about the healing, important as that is. It’s not about breaking the rules for
the sake of breaking rules. It’s not about honoring women, critical as that is. This story is about
freedom and how Jesus understands freedom, how he puts it into practice. Jesus sees freedom
as expansive, including everyone simply because they are beloved of God. Jesus, in this story,
uses freedom to show the liberating power of God to change someone’s life, to change systems,
to change the world. And it happens one person at a time. Key to understanding how Jesus
puts freedom into practice is to see in his refusal to be bound by ritualistic rules and traditions
the recognition that people, the central part of God’s beloved Creation, always matter more than
rules and systems. In other words, there is no occasion, Jesus would say, where a system or an
institution or a set of rules and rituals, is more important than the people they are meant to
serve. People matter more, always, no matter what. People are worthy of assistance, of respect,
of mercy, of kindness – just because they are people. They don’t have to prove anything. They
don’t have to earn anything. They don’t have to be “somebody,” whatever that means, because
everybody – literally every body -- is somebody important to God.
I wanted us to think about freedom together this morning because it’s a word we hear
getting tossed around a lot these days and often in ways that have very little to do with freedom
and more to do with people believing they have a right to restrict the freedom of others because
it’s somehow a threat to their “freedom of religion.” No. The truth is that the only threat to their
freedom of religion is the sin they accumulate every time they act on the belief that God gives
them the right to hate people who do not believe as they do, live as do, love as they do. In this
country, our country, freedom of religion means that you have the right to believe whatever you
want and to put that belief into practice as it makes sense to you, without restriction, as long as
it does not hurt anyone else. No one can force you to believe one thing or another. Nor can
anyone force you not to believe something. But, freedom of religion does not give anyone the
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right to rob someone else of their freedom of thought or action because it is offensive to their
particular religious faith and practice. No. Just no.
Freedom of religion is just one of those issues which is what is called a wedge issue – an
issue created by political operatives for the sole purpose of dividing the electorate into “us and
them.” Wedge issues became a central political tool in the 1990’s and they are the reason this
country is so divided at this moment in time. We’re going to hear a lot about them as the
Presidential election season kicks off in earnest. Immigration, gun control, abortion, gay
marriage, prayer in public schools, the Black Lives Matter movement and even wearing masks in
this time of Coronavirus – these are all wedge issues which are tearing our country apart and
they have everything to do with how we understand freedom. The division has gotten so far out
of control on these issues, fanned into conflagration by certain political operatives on both sides
of the political divide for their own benefit, that it’s virtually impossible for folks with differing
opinions to sit down and attempt to talk about them. Dear friends, this should not be!!! Jesus’
heart must be breaking when he hears people who call themselves Christian preach hate and
division, preach that personal freedom matters more than collective good, preach that God’s
love is somehow conditional on factors they seek to define. Where is Jesus’ sense of freedom in
this? Seems to me that we get so hyper-focused on who’s on what side of whatever issue is
currently being argued about that we bend ourselves into pretzels. We make ourselves into the
bent over woman once more, narrowing our gaze to the lowest thing we can see, focusing on feet
and dirt and pock-marked pavement. And when we do that, dear friends, we lose sight of Jesus
completely. When we do that, we relinquish the very freedom he died to bring to us.
So, dear friends, time to hear Jesus calling to us and hearing his promise to set us free
from our ailments – our fears, our worries, our anger. Time to stand up straight and see where
it is we can make a difference in this angry, fragile world in which we live. Time to celebrate that
Jesus knows our names, Jesus gifts us with freedom to be fully who it is God created us to be
and that Jesus loves everyone – absolutely everyone – exactly as he loves each one of us. Time to
pray for the people we most disagree with and remind ourselves that God loves them too. Time
to step up and be the change in the world we need so desperately. Easy? Heck no. Worth the
effort? You bet. How do we do it? One day at a time, with the love of God, the freeing power of
Jesus and the gentle guidance of the Holy Spirit. Thank God we’re here to help each other
because none of us could ever do any of this alone. Amen.
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