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Barriers and Invitations 

August 21, 2022 

 

Several years ago, I went for a hike in the hills of Northern Ireland with a group of friends.  We 

hiked all day through lush green fields.  The accepted rule of hiking in Northern Ireland is that 

you can walk through anyone’s field (most of which belong to sheep farmers), as long as you are 

respectful and leave no trace of your presence. So we hiked out in the morning, and then in the 

afternoon, we started to make our way towards home.   

 

We found that we knew the direction we were trying to go.  There was a mountain ahead of us, 

and our home lay just on the other side of the mountain.  But we couldn’t get there.  In our way 

was a huge network of stone walls, about waist-high, some topped with barbed wire.   

 

So we tried to pick a path around the walls.  This was made tricky by the fact that the walls did 

not run in straight lines or a grid network; they were like roads in southeast Pennsylvania.  No 

rhyme or reason in the layout; they went every which way. 

 

I have to say, it was frustrating.  We could see where we were trying to go, but we couldn’t get 

there because of these darn stone barriers. 

 

So eventually we started climbing them.  We wanted to make sure we didn’t ruin the walls, so 

we couldn’t step on top of them.  It was a team effort to brace one person while he/she climbed 

over.  The barbed-wire-topped walls were especially fun, but no one came home with tetanus, so 

that was a win.  We ultimately made it home, no thanks to those stone walls. 

 

I share that story as a helpful image as we consider our Bible readings today.  We hear about 

several people who are hindered by obstacles or barriers.  They stand where they are.  They are 

called to something, to become the people who God created them to be; they can see that.  But 

there is some barrier in the way. 

 

First we have Jeremiah.  This is the beginning of the book of Jeremiah, a man who is called to be 

a prophet by God, as we hear today.  So Jeremiah stands as he is; he is called to live into his 

identity as a spokesperson of God, but the barrier in the way is his own uncertainty.  He responds 

to this call by saying to God, “I am only a boy, so I cannot speak for you.”  (Scholars think 

Jeremiah would’ve been around 18 years old at this point.) 

 

God does 2 things to remove this barrier.  First, God reassures Jeremiah: “Do not be afraid, 

because I will be there to help you.”  Second, God touches Jeremiah’s mouth as a way of 

showing that Jeremiah now carries God’s words (whether he likes it or not).  Jeremiah has the 

authority now to speak on God’s behalf. 

 

So with that barrier of self-doubt lifted, Jeremiah is free to move into the fullness of who God 

calls him to be. 

 

The second character who struggles with an obstacle is an unnamed woman from the Gospel.  

She has a physical ailment that has made her unable to stand up straight for the past 18 years.  
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We have to imagine that she is in considerable pain; and we might guess that this physical 

limitation has hindered her ability to live a normal life for these 18 years. 

 

And yet, unlike Jeremiah, this woman doesn’t provide an excuse.  We hear that she still gets out 

of the house; she in fact comes to synagogue to worship God, because it’s there where Jesus 

finds her.  As Jesus does, he lays his hands on her and cures her.  Then, as soon as she is healed, 

as soon as the barrier is removed, the woman stands up straight and praises God.  A great image 

there. 

 

Then we hear about the final person wrestling with a barrier, and that is the leader of the 

synagogue.  He is “indignant” we hear because Jesus is healing on the sabbath, a point that Jesus 

refutes.  I would like to be clear here: Jesus does not give a lesson about the sabbath being 

unimportant.  In fact, the message is that the sabbath is sacred… and it is a gateway to freedom.  

“Ought not this woman be set free from this bondage on the sabbath day?” Jesus says.  Sabbath 

is about rest; it is about God; it is about healing; it is about freedom.  That’ll preach. 

 

But the barrier that the synagogue leader struggles with is religious tradition.  Tradition restricts 

what can happen on the sabbath, and surely Jesus healing the woman is a violation of tradition, 

according to the synagogue leader. 

 

So we have these three people who have obstacles that stand between them and the full life to 

which God calls them.  Some of the obstacles are avoidable (Jeremiah’s uncertainty, the 

synagogue leader’s view of tradition), and some are not (the woman’s crippling back pain).  

Interestingly, the woman is the only one who works around the barrier – she continues to live her 

life, despite the pain. 

 

There is an invitation here to reflect on our own lives.  Think about where we are now.  Think 

about what fullness of life God is inviting us to.  How is God leading us to be better disciples of 

Jesus? 

 

Now what are the barriers or obstacles that prevent us from being who God made us to be? 

 

Is it fear of trying something new? 

Is it, like Jeremiah, a sense of uncertainty, a concern that we might fail? 

Is it our busy-ness, our need to do things, that stand in the way of becoming fully alive in God? 

Are there physical limitations that we wrestle with?  Do we say, “I’m too old for that?” or “I’m 

not old enough for that?” 

 

Some of those barriers might be avoidable or surmountable.  Others might not be.  But at the 

very least, it’s good to be aware of what the obstacles are that we face.  And if we can, it’s good 

to invite God to help us overcome those barriers. 

 

The other invitation is for us to think about how we might help remove the barriers for others.  

How do we lift up our neighbors and friends? 

-If your brother is overwhelmed, stressed out, at the end of his rope, can you say, “Let me make 

you dinner one night”?  Or “Come to church and just sit in God’s presence for an hour.” 
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-If your friend doesn’t think very highly of herself, remind her what a wonderful person she is, 

what her gifts are.  Remind her that she is loved. 

-If your cousin is lonely, invite them to a gathering or church service where they can be 

reminded that they belong. 

 

Everyone has barriers that prevent them from living into the fullness of our being.  The last thing 

we want to do is, like the synagogue leader, put up stumbling blocks that prevent people from 

living into the people God made them to be. 

 

I’ll close by sharing a few words from a favorite song of mine called “You Are Invited,” by a 

band called The Dismemberment Plan.  The narrator in the song tells how he receives a strange 

note in the mail one day.  He says,  

“There was no return address, 

Just my name in gold leaf on the front. 

There was no time or location. 

There was really no info at all. 

No date, no place, no time, no RSVP. 

But it said: 

‘You are invited 

By anyone to do anything 

You are invited for all time.’ ” 

 

The speaker goes to share how it seems like a dumb joke.  But he takes it to a club, and he gets 

in.  He goes to a party, and the same thing happens.  Finally, he goes home and sees his neighbor 

crying on the porch.  The man hands this strange card to his neighbor and says,  

“You are invited 

By anyone to do anything 

You are invited for all time. 

You are so needed 

If you really want to go. 

You are invited for all time.” 
The Dismemberment Plan. “You Are Invited.” Track 7 on Emergency and I. DeSoto Records, 1999, CD. 

 

You are invited to live into the person God is calling you to be.  You are invited to climb over 

walls and overcome the barriers that stand in your way. 

 

Amen. 
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