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As many of you know, I’m a yankee. I grew up in Massachusetts, where I attended one 
of those New England prep schools that might have been the setting of Dead Poet’s 
Society. The young men wore oxford shirts with ties and sport coats. The young 
women wore skirts and dresses. In the dining hall, where we ate family style lunches, 
neatly polished shoes and solid, wooden chairs clicked and clacked on the black and 
white tile floor, and echoed against the distant ceiling. Sometimes, when it started to 
sound like Grand Central station at rush hour, the director of the dining hall would 
pick up the microphone and make a short public service announcement, like 
“Decorum.” 
  
But the real noise police were in the library, protecting the sacred silence that would 
allow us to succeed, to spend another four years in ivy-covered buildings. The library 
was two stories of brick and books—nearly half of it open from the first floor to the 
second so that the silence had texture, a tangible depth and volume to it, like in a 
great European cathedral. The carpeting was so deep that it gave to any shoe the 
sound and feel of slippers, and the well-circulated air never stirred above a whisper, 
as if the very particles of oxygen were covered in felt. 
  
And woe to that student who disturbed the silence. One librarian in particular was a 
real bulldog. Ms. Kelly’s distaste for laughter and carousing seemed to be her life’s 
passion. Not before nor since have I heard anyone shush with such vigor. She would 
charge towards us spraying silence as if from a fire hose, hoping I think that she could 
extinguish the laughter without having to even speak to us. 
  
I know that my teenage perception of Ms. Kelly is limited and unfair. I’m sure that she 
loved books and reading and learning. I’m guessing that she even loved people. But 
it often felt like she didn’t really see the people, only the noise we made. 
  
I wish I could leave the story there, but I can hear Jesus saying, “You hypocrites!” We 
can’t have a good laugh at Ms. Kelly’s expense and not stop to see ourselves in her. 
Most of us have embarked on a chapter of life—marriage, parenthood, profession—
with joy and love and managed at times to focus instead on all those things that 
annoy us, picking at them and poking at them. We’ve tried to fix the problem before 
listening. We’ve been controlling before loving. We’ve forgotten what matters most. 
  
 



 
We are like the religious leader in the synagogue. I imagine that it was love of God 
and a desire to love and serve his neighbor that led him to such a place and position. 
But some years have passed, perhaps many, and the joys are often crowded out by 
annoyances. Observing the Sabbath has become hard work. What was once a source 
of abundant life has become something to protect and perfect. Almost forgotten now 
is the first part of the commandment—“Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it 
holy”—replaced by obsession with the second part: “you shall not do any work—you, 
your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien 
resident in your towns.” Sabbath-keeping has become police work, a long list of 
people whose observance of the Sabbath must be carefully observed. 
  
And so it is that we become enslaved to our freedom. Jesus warns us about this. “The 
Sabbath was made for humankind,” he says. “And not humankind for the Sabbath.” 
Likewise, Paul writes to the Galatians: “For freedom Christ has set us free. Do not 
submit again to a yoke of slavery.” And to the Romans: “You did not receive a spirit of 
slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received a spirit of adoption.” 
  
You know what this looks like. You know someone who has discovered freedom and 
become enslaved to it. Now it is an obsession, a crusade to convince you and anyone 
else who will listen that their thing is THE thing. When I was interviewing at St. 
Stephen’s four years ago, the clincher for me was the 8:00 service of compline. That’s 
when I knew that I had to be here if they would have me. Imagine your happy place, 
the place you feel absolutely free, and then imagine what that freedom would feel 
like inserted in the middle of a two-day interview. I got home to Briget and couldn’t 
stop talking about it. “The most amazing music, and incense, and candles 
everywhere! Some people even had pillows—in church!” 
  
We make an idol—we confuse the activity or place in which we felt free with the God 
who IS freedom, “the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of 
the house of slavery.” We tell ourselves it was the thing and expect then that we’ll 
always have that experience at compline, that the magic is in the candles and incense. 
  
The idol can be almost anything: your favorite book, your alma mater, kale smoothies, 
sitting in a silent library, keeping the Sabbath. Most any rule will do. 
  
Briget and I have this little rule. Mostly, it’s my rule, actually. She’s usually home 
before I am, and I prefer to find the door unlocked. I’m always carrying a million 
things—my laptop bag, my gym bag, some groceries, the jacket that I needed in the 
morning—and I’m so eager to be home. What a relief it is when I don’t have to set 
everything down and find my keys.  



 
But, of course, Briget forgets sometimes, and in the moment I have the choice: will I 
enter my home annoyed, or remembering why I was so eager to be home in the first 
place—to see my family, my wife and my son. 
  
It’s the choice the religious leader in the synagogue faces. Am I annoyed that things 
aren’t happening exactly the way I think they should—am I bound by my ideas—or can I 
see that something remarkable is happening, that a woman ill for eighteen long years 
is being healed. In today’s lesson from Hebrews, Paul implores us, “See that you do 
not refuse the one who is speaking.” Look. Listen. Pay attention to reality. 
  
God is speaking. “Which world will you take care of?” he asks. “The world of your 
ideas or my world?” It’s very hard to care for both. Encountering the world of reality 
threatens to destroy our cherished ideas. Which will we defend? 
  
When Briget and I were first dating I was so concerned that she understand my faith, 
what I thought I believed. They were my most important ideas. I needed to be able to 
explain them to her, and for her to agree with me. When she didn’t agree with me, I 
tried to explain it better. If I could explain it better, she would understand. It’s the 
most human of assumptions: you don’t realize that I’m right because you don’t 
understand me. 
  
Amazingly, Briget kept listening to me, and I kept listening to her, and something 
happened: my own understanding changed. Perhaps hers did too. Faith is not 
composed primarily of ideas, not even the ideas we call beliefs. Faith—it turns out—is 
the force that allows us to remain in conversation, in relationship. My faith has been 
most strengthened by the people who challenge my ideas with love. 
  
Jesus, of course, is one of those people. I don’t think Jesus cares very much about our 
beliefs, except to challenge them when they prevent us from seeing reality, from 
hearing the person right in front of us. Jesus’ desire for us is true freedom, freedom 
from the idolatry of our ideas, that we may live in reality, that we may hear the one 
who is speaking, see the one who is suffering, and participate in the healing of God’s 
world. 
  


