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Hebrews 13:1-8, 15-16; Luke 14:1, 7-14 

Let us pray. Grant us, O God, to hear your voice, and in hearing your voice to love your word, 

and in loving your word to do your will, through Christ our Lord. Amen 

For the umpteenth time in my life I have rejoined Weight Watchers, which is now called WW. 

I’m not sure of the reason for the change in branding. Maybe it’s to take the emphasis off of 

weight loss and move it to a more holistic approach to wellness. I think the first time I joined I 

was in 8th or 9th grade. That seems early to me, now that I’ve been a mom, but it’s a good 

program that helps people change habits toward a healthier lifestyle. 

My dad was also on Weight Watchers around the same time I first joined. Managing his weight 

and, later on, his diabetes was always a challenge for him. I suppose my mother and I decided 

that it would be good for me to get a handle on my physical health early on with the hope that it 

would not be such a struggle later on. It was a good thought. 

This summer, as I returned to the WW workshops, I looked around the room and thought, “Why 

are these people here?” I could see a few who seemed physically uncomfortable with the weight 

they were carrying, and not knowing the stories of the others, I wondered how many were like 

me, transferring the unhappiness in other parts of their lives to how they felt about their bodies. 

It’s something I have struggled with most of my life. As I look back at pictures from my 

childhood I see a healthy girl with a round face. As we prepared for our son’s wedding last week 

I went through photo albums to select pictures of him over the course of his childhood and saw 

many of me. I could see how my figure fluctuated over the years, but in retrospect I looked like a 

lot of women my age. 

This lifelong emphasis on keeping track of my food intake, my exercise minutes, and my weight, 

I believe has led to a kind of perfectionism in many parts of my life. I am always measuring 

myself against one chart or another, against other people who seem to have it all figured out, and 

against my perception of what others think of me. 

That is the challenge we face in our readings today. Both Jesus and the writer of Hebrews are 

calling us to a different way of life. And it is tempting to see these instructions--to invite 

strangers to our tables, to keep our marriages pure, and to change our relationship with money—

as a guide to becoming the perfect Christian. 

This week I ran across a quote from the website of the Women of the ELCA, written by Meghan 

Johnston Aelabouni. She wrote: “sin isn’t the state of being less than perfect, it’s the mistake of 

thinking we’re supposed to be. Sin is the fear and shame that fill us when empty promises of 

human perfection define how we understand ourselves and others.”
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Let’s take that apart. First, “sin isn’t the state of being less than perfect.” We often talk about sin 

as what we do or don’t do, based on God’s instructions and expectations for us. The standard 
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confession we used in worship for many years has us confess “the things we have done and the 

things we have left undone.” Our readings today call us to do—and not do—certain things. But 

we need to be careful—these ways of living and interacting with one another are gifts God gives 

us to help us live well, not as ways to measure the value of our faith and self-worth.  

The author goes on to say that “[sin] is the mistake of thinking we are supposed to be [perfect].” 

When we think we are supposed to be perfect, we are placing the ball in our own court. We think 

it is up to us to be in a right relationship with God. If we are good enough, if we are reverent 

enough, if we are giving enough—then we think God will be happy with us. 

The author goes on to say, “Sin is the fear and shame that fill us when empty promises of human 

perfection define how we understand ourselves and others.” 

Fear that we are not good enough, not doing enough, not holy enough blocks our view of God’s 

love and grace. And if we judge ourselves that way, we can start judging others in a similar light.  

One of the reasons so many weight loss and fitness programs work is that they take place in a 

community. Some people like going to Fitness Central or the fitness center at the hospital 

because they are working out alongside others. Weight Watchers has always said that those who 

attend the workshops are more successful than those who try to do the plan on their own. The 

same is true for Alcoholics Anonymous and similar programs.   

And each of these settings are usually led by people who have navigated the same journey 

themselves. Those of us who join like to know that the leaders have endured the same struggles 

and not only understand but can also encourage us in helpful, relevant ways. 

Here’s why that works—God created us to live in community. We are meant to hold one another 

up when life is hard. We are given gifts and passions to share with others so that we can all learn 

and grow together. The writer of the letter to the Hebrews calls this mutual love. 

The rest of this letter lays the foundation of what mutual love in Christian community is all 

about. Mutual love is grounded in Jesus Christ, named as our great high priest, the one who 

advocates to God for us. Chapter 4 says, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to 

sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we 

are, yet without sin. Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may 

receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” (4:15-16)  

Our mutual love is made possible by Jesus who has lived this human life and was tested in body, 

mind, and spirit just as we are. In Hebrews, chapter 1, we read: “It was fitting that God, for 

whom and through whom all things exist, in bringing many children to glory, should make the 

pioneer of their salvation perfect through sufferings.”  

Jesus, the pioneer of our salvation, was made perfect through suffering. His life was instructive, 

but it was through his suffering and death that Jesus was made perfect. A better translation for 

perfect might be the word “complete”. Jesus is the one who guides us in the ways of God’s 

kingdom and makes us complete, full, whole, perfect in the eyes of God.  

But we are quick to argue that we can’t be perfect like Jesus. No one can. The author of Hebrews 

reminds us of the ancient promise: “‘This is the covenant that I will make with them after those 



days, says the Lord: I will put my laws in their hearts, and I will write them on their minds,’ he 

also adds, ‘I will remember their sins and their lawless deeds no more.’” (10:16-17) 

Where we focus on whether we have done enough good or avoided doing too much that is bad, it 

is God who fills us with faith and erases “the things we have done and left undone.”  

Hebrews also encourages us in chapter 1: “Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope without 

wavering, for he who has promised is faithful. And let us consider how to provoke one another to 

love and good deeds, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging 

one another, and all the more as you see the Day approaching.” (10:23-25) 

With the assurance that God has already made us perfect—complete—through Jesus Christ and 

his suffering, we are free to love ourselves and to love one another without judgement or fear of 

rejection. This leads us to love those the world does not love—those who are strangers, those 

who are in prison or living in dangerous settings. Having open hearts to others opens us to 

encountering God in new ways. 

I am learning to embrace that God has made me complete just as I am.  This frees me tend to my 

physical health with a sense of care for myself rather than struggling with rules and expectations 

that I thought I had to live up to. I appreciate receiving ideas and advice from those who are also 

seeking to be healthier. And I realize that a number—on a scale or the tag of my clothes—does 

not define my self-worth. 

God has gathered us into a community in which we can learn and grow together, in many aspects 

of life. We are meant to meet together—yes, here in worship—and also beyond worship. As the 

fall programs start up again we are trying to be mindful of not adding more obligations or guilt to 

your already busy lives. 

How might we “meet together” and “speak the word of God” to each other and to those who are 

longing to hear God’s word of love and grace? Could your marriage benefit from getting 

together with other couples for study or conversation?  

Are you a busy parent who could use words of encouragement? Are you in a new season of life 

and would appreciate making new connections with other people of faith? Who could you invite 

into Christian fellowship, here or in your Monday-Saturday settings? 

By the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, we have the assurance of God’s love that 

declares us perfect and complete. When we engage in the mutual love of Christian community 

our lives become sacrifices of praise to God and blessings of God’s grace to the world! 

Thanks be to God! Amen 

 

  



Prayers of Intercession 

Sustained and nurtured by our generous God, we gather as one to pray for the church, the world, 

and all of God’s creation. 

A brief silence. 

God of peace, we pray for the leaders, teachers, and preachers of your church who fearlessly 

share your word and who reveal you through humble sacrifice. We pray especially for the Rev. 

Laurie Jungling as she begins her term as bishop of the Montana Synod this week. Uphold and 

sustain all who seek to live in a way that is pleasing to you. Lord, in your mercy, 

hear our prayer. 

God of generosity, we pray for crops growing ripe in the fields and fruit becoming ready to 

harvest. Grant safety to workers who will gather this bounty, and bless the yield to come. Guard 

those in the wake of Hurricane Dorian and strengthen those who will respond, especially 

Lutheran Disaster Response and its partner service organizations. Lord, in your mercy, 

hear our prayer. 

God of power, we pray for humility, kindness, and generosity to be instilled in the leaders of all 

nations. Inspire them to become models of servanthood, and to work for worldwide peace and 

prosperity. Lord, in your mercy, 

hear our prayer. 

God of love, we pray for all those who are forgotten or pushed aside; for those who are suffering 

from poverty, neglect, or trauma; and those who are homeless or are without a homeland. We 

pray for those in prison, especially for Paul Morse as he prepares to transition to a new life. 

Comfort those who struggle, the sick and the grieving, especially Jessie, Wyatt, and the family of 

Willis Olson. Lord, in your mercy, 

hear our prayer. 

God of grace, on this Labor Day weekend guide us with your justice in the workplace, so that we 

value people above love of gain and lust for power. Inspire joy in our vocations, and teach us to 

conduct business for the sake of the common good. Lord, in your mercy, 

hear our prayer. 

God of mercy, we remember those you love who now rest from their labors, especially Willis 

Olson. Grant all your beloved saints a place at your eternal banquet table. Lord, in your mercy, 

hear our prayer. 

Assured by your promise to hear us, we lay our prayers before your throne of grace; through 

Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Amen. 


