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The kingdom that cannot be shaken 
 

 

The well-known New Orleans based author Anne Rice recently announced she was 

quitting organized religion.  Raised a Catholic she lapsed from faith for several 

decades, and became a best selling author of gothic and erotic novels.  In 1998 she 

returned to the faith of her childhood and began to write on religious themes.  Now 

she has made an about face.  The straw that broke the camel’s back was a punk rock 

ministry group that declared: “executing gays is moral”. (Guardian Weekly 6/08, p 

12)  But she has not given up entirely.  While turning away from organized religion, 

she declares she remains firmly committed to Christ.  “It’s simply impossible for me 

to “belong” to this quarrelsome, hostile, disputatious, and deservedly infamous 

[community of the church],” she said. “For ten years, I’ve tried. I’ve failed...My 

conscience will allow nothing else… In the name of Christ, I refuse to be anti-gay… 

anti-feminist… anti-artificial birth control… anti-Democrat... anti-secular 

humanism... anti-science. I refuse to be anti-life!  Following Christ does not mean 

following His followers.  Christ is infinitely more important than Christianity and 

always will be..." (Wikipedia: entry for Anne Rice). 

Anne Rice’s story highlights the conflict that frequently emerges between the 

inspiration that gives theological vision and life to faith communities, compared with 

the way practitioners express the principles derived from that vision.  We know this, 

and it affects our political and social life as well.  The clash between practice and 

deeper underlying purpose is present in the story from Luke.  The leader of the 

Synagogue became irritated when, in the course of a teaching session, Jesus breached 

the rule about Sabbath observance and set a woman free who had been “bent over by 

a bad spirit for 18 years”.  She represents anyone who has been physically, 

emotionally or spiritually “bound” – by some form of obsession, fear, or enslavement 

to addictive behavior.   She appears in this story not for her own sake, but to proclaim 

who Jesus is for us: he is the living embodiment of the power of God’s reign present 

among us to heal and set free.  

Jesus is teaching in the Synagogue.  Luke reminds us of Jesus’ visit to the Synagogue 

at Nazareth where he read the words from the prophet Isaiah: 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. 

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives… [Luke 4: 18] 

 

On that occasion, to the amazement those present, Jesus said these words had come 

true in their hearing.  He went on to show that the parameters of the work of God’s 

Spirit were not limited his audience’s understanding.    



Jesus is still in prophetic mode, acting as Jeremiah was called to do, as the 

mouthpiece for God, breaking down what has lost its purpose or its proper direction, 

and building up what makes for life within the people of God.  In the incident today 

the woman did not ask for healing.  The gift of her wellbeing was freely given and 

came from the heart.  It was a gift of grace.   

The leader of the Synagogue was irritated because Jesus appeared to be riding rough 

shod over the rules of Sabbath conduct.  He was consumed by his efforts to find ways 

of saying "No" to what had happened, and he shows the classic signs of being a bully.  

Jesus showed that in the tradition there were already rules in place to cover what 

might be seen as work on the holy day.  The story seems to parody the opposition 

Jesus encounters.  How ridiculous to object to someone being made well!  Is it 

possible to imagine God being affronted by such an action, in a Synagogue, on 

Sabbath day?   Is not the house of God meant to be a place of life and health for all? 

We must not pass over the point that the woman is referred to as “a daughter of 

Abraham”.   This is an allusion in the text we can take as referring to a much bigger 

story: God’s gracious call of Abraham, before the giving of the Law, and the promise 

to him and Sarah that, against all hope or sign of such a thing happening, from them 

would arise a people of faith, whose life under God would be a sign of God’s 

presence and blessing offered to all the world.  The call of Abraham is God’s 

response to the devastating unfaithfulness of humanity, as manifest in the first eleven 

chapters of Genesis.  In the call of Abraham God makes a choice to work through a 

human couple and a human community to bring the renovating power of divine mercy 

to bear amongst us.  And through the prophets God continued to recall the people to 

this mission.   When Jesus heals a “daughter of Abraham” in the Synagogue, the 

sovereign power of God is let loose in the world to heal and to save.  No wonder the 

people rejoiced!  And how his opponents were shamed, for they had fallen into the 

trap of placing their trust in the wrong things and had pushed what should have been 

central to the perimeter.  

The release of the woman is the fulfillment of God's own covenantal bond.  It is what 

Mary had prophesied to Elizabeth in the Magnificat: the mercy of God promised to 

Abraham and his descendants. (Luke 1.54, 55)    This story of the woman bent 

double helps build another layer to the revelation of Jesus, who is truly God-with-us.  

Her story stands in line with that of many women in Luke who do the same, such as 

Mary, Elizabeth, Anna, the widow of Nain, and the sensuous woman who anointed 

Jesus’ feet in the house of Simon the Pharisee.  These are gospel women who direct 

us towards the living truth that was in Christ, and the Evangelists invite us to learn 

from them. 

There is a warning here about getting things out of perspective, which is the fast track 

to hypocrisy.  The irritated leader of the synagogue had lost the plot: he no longer had 

his mind on the things that really matter and was consumed with negativity.  The 

Church universally needs to remember it lives and works within the perspective of the 

Kingdom: God’s gift to us to bring oil and wine to our wounds, and healing to the 

earth.   



A comment frequently made amongst people in America was: “the church seems to 

have a death wish” meaning, it spends more time doing and saying things that are 

secondary and make for death, rather than life, and people are turning away.  The 

church attracts turmoil and controversy: but is it for good reason?  Is there a danger 

we are heard to say more about what cannot be, and less about what we truly affirm as 

life giving and up-lifting.  It is good to remember that Jeremiah was called to break 

down and to pull up, as well as to plant and to build.  Jesus did just that in the 

Synagogue.  He proved the Leader was just as bound as the woman had been, because 

he refused the new life that graciously erupted in that place. 

It is difficult to handle the silly things the church does, and the kind of media 

coverage it attracts.  Ann Rice’s public turn away from organised religion is 

unfortunate and sad to contemplate, as are the reasons she has given.  But it is 

possible to take something from what she says: we are not here to follow Christ’s 

followers we are here to follow Christ.  He is and will be, always and forever, to 

quote her words: “infinitely more important than Christianity”.  If our being here 

results in us being filled again with his life, the life that transcends death, and sets us 

free for life together with God, then we too can be glad and rejoice.  For we are part 

of the kingdom that cannot be shaken, God’s gift to us in Christ, and with that we 

need have no fear. 
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