Matthew 12:9-21, Jesus left that place and entered their synagogue; a man was there with a withered hand, and they asked him, “is it lawful to cure on the Sabbath?” so that they might accuse him. He said to them, “Suppose one of you has only one sheep and it falls into a pit on the Sabbath; will you not lay hold of it and lift it out? How much more valuable is a human being than a sheep! So it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.” Then he said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” He stretched it out, and it was restored, as sound as the other. But the Pharisees went out and conspired against him, how to destroy him.

        When Jesus became aware of this, he departed. Many crowds followed him, and he cured all of them, and ordered them not to make him known. This was to fulfill what had been spoken through the prophet Isaiah: 
        “Here is my servant whom I have chosen, my beloved, with whom my soul is well pleased. I will put my Spirit upon him, and he will proclaim justice to the Gentiles. He will not wrangle or cry aloud, nor will anyone hear his voice in the streets. He will not break a bruised reed or quench a smoldering wick until he brings justice to victory. And in his name the Gentiles will hope.”
        It was autumn and the Indians on a remote reservation asked their new chief if the winter was going to be cold or mild. Since he was an Indian chief in a modern society, he had never been taught the old secrets, so when he looked at the sky he couldn’t tell what the weather was going to be. Just to be on the safe side, he told his tribe that the winter was going to be very cold and that the members of the village should collect a lot of firewood. 

        But being also a practical leader, after several days he got an idea. He traveled to a phone booth, called the National Weather Service, and asked, “Is the coming winter going to be cold?” 

        “It looks like winter is going to be quite cold indeed,” the meteorologist at the weather service responded. So the chief went back to his people and told them to collect even more firewood in order to be prepared. 

        One week later he called the National Weather Service again. “Is it going to be a very cold winter?” he asked. 
        “Yes,” the man at the National Weather Service replied, “It’s going to be a very, very cold winter.”  The chief again went back to his people and ordered them to collect every scrap of wood they could find. 

        Two weeks later, worried about his prediction, he called the National Weather Service once more and asked, “Are you really sure this is going to be a terribly cold winter?”

        “Absolutely”, the man replied, “It’s going to be one of the coldest winters ever.”  

        “How can you be so sure?” the chief asked.   “The weatherman replied, “The Indians are gathering firewood like crazy!”

 Jokes are fun. But they’re not considered appropriate in many churches, are they? Many churches demand that people be serious and proper. Just as, in many churches, if you are a wounded person or a “sinner,” you really aren’t welcome. But Jesus is different! Have you ever seen the picture of the laughing Jesus? I think Jesus laughs! Jesus came to give abundant life, and what shows abundant life more than laughter?
        Last week we celebrated Easter. Do you believe in the resurrection from the dead? I hope so, because that’s what our faith’s all about. And, if you do, do you believe that Jesus can make the deadest, most broken and burnt out part of your life live again?
        When I first started going to church in 1993 I was afraid I’d be judged. After all, I had been divorced, I had not been to church for many years, and I was a sinner with a capital S. Shame was written all over me. But the church had a kind and wise pastor who shared this Bible passage with me and it changed my life. You see, I was that bruised reed. I was that smoldering wick. But, through this passage, I gained acceptance and peace. 
        In this Bible passage, Jesus stands against the Pharisees and, on the Sabbath, heals a man with a withered hand. 
        The Jewish people in Jesus’ time were burdened with 628 different commands and requirements in the Pharisaical religion of that day. The Pharisees saw Jesus as a dangerous radical who undermined the obedience to the law which was at the heart of their religion. 
         Is it any wonder people flocked to Jesus? He told of a Heavenly Parent whose children obey out of love rather than fear. Many rejected God’s long-suffering Servant, but others, especially women and the poor, the oppressed, the outcasts; the grieving, the blind, the prisoners, and those who have a tough time in this world—trusted and welcomed this special Servant of God. They saw him as the One who shared their pain and sought their healing.  
        Jesus is the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy. In describing the one who will serve God and people, Isaiah gave a picture of one who cares about the bruised reed and the smoldering wick. But what do these images mean for us today? 

        Near Eastern shepherds, in Isaiah’s time and today, learn to be good musicians. The shepherd’s music calms the sheep, relieves the shepherd’s boredom, and warns any would-be predators that a shepherd is present with the sheep. So the shepherd picks a reed, which is a stalk-like plant that grows in the shallows of the riverbank, cuts it down and hollows it out to use like a flute. Many reeds are less than perfect. They are delicate and easily bruise and crack. Cracked or bruised reeds are worthless, thrown away and ground into the mud. Why bother to fix the old one? It is much easier to start over with one that’s new. 
        The idea of a smoldering wick may be a little more familiar. The Hebrews lit their homes with oil lamps. The lamp looked sort of like a long and low gravy boat filled with oil. In the middle was a wick, made of either flax or linen. When there was plenty of oil the lamp would burn brightly. But when left unattended, the oil would get low and the wick would begin to burn. The light would become very dim, and the wick would be smoky and smelly. You could trim the wick and refill the lamp with oil, but because wicks were very common, people usually just snuffed out the wick, threw it away and started over. 
        Jesus will not break the bruised reed or snuff out the smoldering wick. A modern paraphrase reads this way: “He won’t exploit the vulnerability of damaged people, or squeeze the last drops out of those who are running on empty.” 
        The images of a bruised reed and a smoldering wick refer to people who are bruised and discouraged. These are the people who are pushed aside, pushed to the background, or simply ground underfoot. All around us people are disposed of as soon as they no longer perform at their optimal level. Whether it’s in business, the entertainment industry, or sports, yesterday’s stars overnight become expendable. There’s no room for sentiment and no respect for past services. Women and men, who have given all to their company, as they get older, are suddenly pushed out. Nurses are overloaded with work and treated with disrespect when they mention burnout. It happens in families too. Husbands and wives too often discard their spouses simply because they are worn or frayed. Grown children sometimes neglect and abuse their aged parents. Our world seems to relish pointing out people’s weaknesses, bruises and faults, and relegates them to the scrap heap. And, yes, it can even happen in church. 
        Jesus doesn’t measure people this way. Bruised and burnt out people are safe in his hands. They aren’t disposable. He is the healer of hurts, the friend of outcasts, the hope of the handicapped, the joy of the meek, the poor, the sad, and the persecuted. God through Jesus works through our weaknesses and wounds. He forgives, restores, guides and empowers and his grace shows best in our weakness. 

        We see only the outward appearance and behavior of people, but Jesus sees what’s needed inside. Jesus binds up wounds and heals broken hearts. If you’re withered, bruised or broken stretch out your hand to him. He wants to heal and revive you, to help you and give you rest. 
        You might say to me, “Candy, how do I stretch out my hand? What does that mean?” Well, I’ve got some practical suggestions. Consider these: 

1. Develop an open heart to God through prayer. It’s in quiet time and prayer that Jesus speaks and heals our hearts. 

2. Listen only to the voice of our loving God in everything. If you’re bruised, broken or burnt out, people around you will be quick to criticize and condemn. Don’t listen to negative voices—even your own! Listen to the voice of God. 

3. Be willing to love other people. Don’t be religious robots, instead, risk showing love! The best way to appreciate what you have is to reach out to others in need. Don’t be self-absorbed. Be a good listener. Be kind and considerate. Give hugs.
4. Open your eyes and see that God is everywhere. Notice the presence of God in your life: in the sun and the moon, in the waves of the ocean, in the flowers and the trees, in sunsets and sunrises, in children and pets! 

5. Keep becoming new. Don’t be comfortable in your brokenness. You can be made whole! Grow emotionally by attending a support group or going for counseling. Grow spiritually by reading the Bible. Attend a Bible study. Grow healthier physically. Try walking, eating right, or even quitting smoking. It’s never too late! 

6. Embrace the future with excitement and joy. Every day is a new adventure! Don’t get trapped in the past. Too many high school football players get stuck there forever! Don’t spend your life looking back. Go forward! 
7. Make a difference in the world. See what God is doing and join in it. You were given gifts by God. Use them! Are you a singer? A dancer? A writer? Are you an evangelist, a missionary, or a preacher? Do you love to golf or sail? Do you love kids? Ask God to show you how to use your gifts and talents to change the world. 
        If you do these seven things, you will be stretching out your withered hand to Jesus. You may shake up the Pharisees around you and maybe even your family and friends, but you can be made whole. 
        The home of Paul Laurence Dunbar, noted poet, is open to the public in Dayton Ohio. When Dunbar died, his mother left his room exactly as it was the day of his death. At the desk of this brilliant man was his final poem, handwritten on a pad. 

      After his mother died, her friends discovered that Paul Laurence Dunbar’s poem had been lost forever. Because his mother had made his room a shrine and insisted on changing nothing, the sun bleached the ink in which the poem was written until it was invisible. The poem was gone.

       Is there a poem that wants to be heard in your life? Don’t let life be a shrine! Jesus can make the deadest, most broken and burnt out part of your life live again. 
       Daniel Berrigan said, “It all started with the resurrection. If he had only stayed put!” If Jesus had stayed in the grave, all would have been as before. But his resurrection changed the world. 
      Jesus wants to resurrect the broken and withered things in your life too. He doesn’t break the bruised reed. He heals it. He gently straightens it and binds it up so it will stand once again. He doesn’t snuff out the smoldering wick; he revives it and fans it into a flame.
       “A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out. In faithfulness he will bring forth justice.”  Amen. 
