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As many of you know, we had spent the Lenten season, this year, focused on the manner in 

which God enters into the brokenness of our lives.  We created that initial list of prayers that has 

continued to be printed in the order of worship each week, and we explored, each Sunday, the 

manner in which God enters into that brokenness with healing and restoration.  Then, as Lent 

turned over to the season of Easter, we flipped the script.  Moving beyond God’s entry into our 

brokenness, we set our sights on how we can become Isaiah’s ‘Repairers of the Breach,’ by 

entering into the brokenness around us.  So, dwelling in that theme, we’ve spent these past weeks 

walking through the various categories that emerged in those prayers that you all shared, this 

winter, when we were first entering into the Lenten season. 

• We’ve looked at how we enter into the brokenness of physical health and wellbeing 

around us. 

• We’ve explored the ways in which we can enter into the brokenness in mental health and 

wellbeing around us. 

• We’ve considered how we can be a part of bringing healing to brokenness in spiritual 

health and wellbeing. 

• We’ve discussed our part in restoring the broken relationships of which we are a part. 

• And, next week, Julie will delve into how we become a part of healing the brokenness 

that exists in God’s creation. 

 

In the midst of all of that, however, the one thorn in my side of this entire series was today – and 

the question of how we enter into the brokenness in the political systems and governments 

around us.  I struggled with this one – for a number of weeks, actually.  My initial thoughts went 

back to a conversation from many years ago in which the person with whom I was speaking tried 

to argue that the principal of a separation between church and state meant that one’s faith should 

have nothing to do with one’s voting – a concept with which I vehemently disagreed.  And my 

heart kept echoing those words of Jesus – ‘Give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God 

what is God’s.’  How do we enter into the brokenness of the political systems and governments 

around us?  We get involved.  We vote.  We consider how our faith informs our political 

understandings.  We do all of those things but, the truth is that the more I went down that road 

with this message, the more it began to feel like a civics lesson with a bit of God sprinkled over 

the top.   
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I struggled with this one – a lot.  But then, late last week, our oldest daughter began telling me 

about the new student at her school.  This young woman had just arrived at Homestead High 

School in Mequon, speaking very little English and trying to adjust to her new surroundings.  

Becca went on to explain that this young woman had recently moved here to stay with her 

extended family in Mequon after fleeing the violence that was engulfing her village in Ukraine.  

And, that’s when it became clear to me.  That’s how we enter into the brokenness.  We enter not 

only in the systems and processes – but in the people whose lives are broken by them. 

 

Let me take a step back for a minute.  This exchange that takes place in Matthew 22, where the 

institutionalists are seeking to entrap Jesus with this question on taxes, is an interesting one.  This 

imperial tax is one that had a particular impact on some of those of the lowest means in the 

community, and it had caused some uprisings in years past.  So, Jesus was somewhat caught 

here.  Should he say that they should pay the tax, he risks alienating a group of those most in 

need of care and compassion.  If he says ‘no,’ however, he sets himself up as being accused of 

seeding sedition.  So, he straddles that middle ground with remarkable deftness.  ‘Give to 

Caesars what’s Caesar’s, and give to God what is God’s!’ 

 

What I want to suggest, today, is that it is the latter portion of that command that is worthy of our 

attention.  My heart and mind started with the first half – that civics lesson with a bit of God 

sprinkled on top.  And, it’s an important lesson – and it’s one that needs a bit of God sprinkled 

on top.  But, if we are to really to consider how we might enter into the brokenness of the 

political systems and governments around us, I think we have to move past the civics of how we 

engage with the government, and we have to focus on how it is we return to God that which is 

God’s in face of the brokenness that those systems create.  And that, I contend, is what brings us 

to our reading from Matthew 12. 

 

We are back here, in Matthew, at one of the numerous debates that emerge between Jesus and 

the Pharisees, regarding the Sabbath.  Many of you may recall, from our series last summer, the 

many ways in which that question arises and in which Jesus responds.  Here in Matthew 12, 

however, I think we get a response from Jesus that speaks straight to the heart of this question 

that we face today. 

At that time Jesus went through the grainfields on the Sabbath. His disciples were hungry 

and began to pick some heads of grain and eat them. 2 When the Pharisees saw this, they 

said to him, “Look! Your disciples are doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath.” 

3 He answered, “Haven’t you read what David did when he and his companions were 

hungry? 4 He entered the house of God, and he and his companions ate the consecrated 

bread—which was not lawful for them to do, but only for the priests. 5 Or haven’t you read 

in the Law that the priests on Sabbath duty in the temple desecrate the Sabbath and yet are 

innocent? 6 I tell you that something greater than the temple is here. 7 If you had known 

what these words mean, ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice,’ you would not have condemned the 

innocent. 8 For the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.” 
  

9 Going on from that place, he went into their synagogue, 10 and a man with a shriveled 

hand was there. Looking for a reason to bring charges against Jesus, they asked him, “Is it 

lawful to heal on the Sabbath?” 
  

11 He said to them, “If any of you has a sheep and it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will you 
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not take hold of it and lift it out? 12 How much more valuable is a person than a 

sheep! Therefore it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.” 
  

13 Then he said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” So he stretched it out and it was 

completely restored, just as sound as the other.  (Matthew 12: 1-13) 

 

One of the things that I’ve come to understand is that many of the debates and arguments that 

divide us often revolve around not a difference in answers to a question, but in different 

understandings of what the question actually is – or at least what it should be.  And, in this 

exchange in Matthew, that’s exactly what Jesus is working with.  Jesus, here, is trying to 

reframe the very question that the Pharisees are asking. 

 

It starts in the fields.  Jesus and his disciples are walking along and, hungry, they grab a few 

heads of grain and begin to eat them.  I find it interesting, personally, that the objection that 

follows centers on the Sabbath and not on the fact that this is someone’s harvest that they’re just 

taking but, nonetheless, the objection centers on the question of the work that was being done by 

picking the grain from the fields on the Sabbath.  Note, however, how Jesus responds.  “Haven’t 

you read what David did when he and his companions were hungry? 4 He entered the house of 

God, and he and his companions ate the consecrated bread—which was not lawful for them to 

do, but only for the priests. 5 Or haven’t you read in the Law that the priests on Sabbath duty in 

the temple desecrate the Sabbath and yet are innocent?”  (Matthew 12: 3-5)   

 

The Pharisees ask Jesus about a principle, a regulation, a rule of the faith that was meant to be 

followed.  How does Jesus respond?  He puts a face on it - a name - a person - a life.  Jesus 

responds to this question that is grounded in theoretical principle by shifting the focus of the 

question to the real-life impact that it has on the human experience.   

 

Fast forward to the scene in the synagogue and here we go again.  The Pharisees find a man with 

a shriveled hand and bring him to Jesus.  They return to their principled argument, and how does 

Jesus respond?   “If any of you has a sheep and it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will you not 

take hold of it and lift it out? 12 How much more valuable is a person than a sheep! Therefore it 

is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.”  (Matthew 12: 11-12). 

  

The Pharisees ask Jesus about a principle, a regulation, a rule of the faith that was meant to be 

followed.  How does Jesus respond?  He puts a face on it - a name - a person - a life.  In this 

case, an animal to drive home the point – but the point remains focused on the real-life human 

impact in question.  ‘You’d pull a simple sheep out of the pit, but you’re not going to care for 

this person in such dire need?’  Jesus responds to this question that is grounded in theoretical 

principle by confronting it with the real-life impact that it has on the human experience.  Jesus 

takes their question about principle and suggests that the real question should be about the 

person.  Or, if I can say it another way, Jesus responds by highlighting that, at least sometimes, 

we have to put the person above the principle.  And that, I would suggest, is where and how we 

enter in! 

 

The more I thought about this question – and the more my mind struggled with the tendency to 

lean in the direction of civics theory over theology, faith and scripture, the more I found myself 

drawn back to the fundamental approach of Jesus of putting the person first.  In an arena that 
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seems to so quickly draw us into those principled arguments, it is very easy to be so engrossed 

by the brokenness of the system that we lose sight of the broken lives that are created by it.  And 

that, I contend, is where enter in by faith.  That, I’m suggesting, is where and how we return to 

God that which is God’s. 

 

My mother has long been fond of the proverbial comments that the only way to eat an elephant 

is one bite at a time.  I think that the ruptures in the various governmental orders of the global 

society can often begin to feel very much that way – simply too much to take on – too big a 

problem to attack.  And, that’s understandable.  There are things we can do to try to inspire 

change on that civics side – and there are things that are going to take much bigger movements 

than anything you or I might be likely to create.  What I want to suggest, however, is that from 

the other side – from our faith guided and inspired by God as made known to us in Jesus – the 

answer lies not in the principle, but in the person.  The answer lies in the broken lives that 

surround us.  The ‘one bite at a time’ that we can take is in meeting, with the very compassion of 

Christ, those whose lives are broken by the broken systems that fall short. 

• It’s the Ukrainian student trying to make a way in a new home. 

• It’s the Afghan refugee seeking to start a new life at a military base nearby. 

• It’s the veteran struggling with PTSD and in need of support. 

• It’s the single mother who can’t find formula for her baby. 

 

The list is genuinely endless, and we could quickly get wrapped up in our thoughts of what 

governmental and political bodies did right and wrong in each of these circumstances – and 

that’s all well and good.  That principled debate, however, is simply not how we enter in by 

faith.  We enter in through the person – the pain – the brokenness that was created by the 

brokenness.  That’s our one bite at a time.  That’s the faith-filled response that we can bring.  

It’s not that the civics lesson isn’t important nor that the grander change is unworthy of our time 

and energy.  But, there is a time for principle, and there is a time for people.  And, if there’s 

anything that Jesus made clear again and again throughout his ministry, it’s that the people come 

first!  
 

 

 


