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Luke 13:10-17

Loving God who heal us of our ailments and whose power and mercy have extended to all ends of creation, pour your love on us this day that we might be ready to serve you by serving others in this world that you have created. In Christ’s Name, we pray. Amen.

“The Bent Over Woman”

She had gotten used to looking at people out of the corner of her eye, by looking up and sideways. 

After eighteen years, she could hardly remember any other way of seeing the world. On this particular Sabbath, there was a special excitement at the synagogue, where she regularly went to worship. A Galilean preacher and prophet, Jesus of Nazareth, had arrived in town and would be teaching there. She and the others in town had heard reports about Jesus—how he talked about God's reign arriving soon and how he healed sick people. She was not sure how many of the rumors to believe, so she was trying not to get her hopes up. Her life already had too many disappointments to count. 

When she entered the synagogue, the place was abuzz. As Jesus began to teach, however, the room was hushed. Moments later, his words turned from teaching to invitation. He had caught her eye—no mean feat, given that he had to lean over and incline his head to do so. "Come here," he said to her. She slowly made her way to the front of the assembly. 

What happened next amazed the whole congregation. "Woman, you are set free from your ailment." When this man, Jesus, spoke those words and put his hands on her broken, bent body, she felt power surge through her. Without hesitation, she straightened her once crooked back. She stood tall and praised her God . . .

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​

This story about the bent over woman is, on the surface at least, about two things.  For starters, it’s a story about healing.  Did you know that out of all the miracles Jesus performs in all four Gospels, 2/3 of them are about healing?  Jesus healed a lot of people.  And He healed people no one else wanted to heal, people like lepers and old women.  Jesus even healed the ear of the XX, even though the man was his enemy and had come to arrest him on that fateful night in the Garden of Gethsemane.  

This story is also about keeping the Sabbath.  Keeping the Sabbath holy is, of course, one of the Ten Commandments.  Back in Exodus chapter 20, the Lord instructs Moses to tell the people of Israel to keep the Sabbath holy and refrain from work; they should rest from their labors, the Lord says, just like I rested from the work of creation on the 7th day.  

Some of you can probably remember the days when people kept the Sabbath; when everything was closed on Sundays and people didn’t work.  People went to church, had Sunday dinner with family, and then relaxed.  That was pretty much what we did on Sundays.  Now such things seem quaint.  Sunday is just another day of the week.  People work.  Not everyone goes to church.  Families generally don’t have meals together at noon, and stores that are closed have to explain why.  

But back in the days when Jesus healed this woman on the Sabbath, keeping the Sabbath holy and refraining from work was closely followed.  Only in the instance of saving a life could the Sabbath be broken.  

I think we can all agree that even though the bent over woman was severely disabled and probably in a great amount of pain, her life was not at risk.  She had suffered for 18 years, she could probably suffer another day.  

That is, of course, the attitude of the synagogue leader.  “Why do you have to heal her today?” the synagogue leader asks Jesus in a hostile tone.  “You have 6 other days in the week to work.”  And then, turning to the crowd and particularly to the woman, who-by the way-didn’t ask to be healed, he says, “Come on those days to be cured.”

But before we all begin to rake the synagogue leader over the coals and feel a righteous indignation swell up within ourselves, (How could he do that?  Can’t he see she needs help?) may I remind us all that, like it or not, religious people have been known to use religion and/or the Bible as a defense for doing the wrong thing, just like the synagogue leader did all those years ago.

Which is why Jesus took him to task and healed her anyway.  In Jesus’ opinion, it just didn’t make any sense to tell the woman to come back tomorrow when he could heal her today.  She’s been bent over for 18 years!  Yeah, one more day probably won’t kill her but why make her wait?  After all, Jesus says, you don’t make your animals wait for water until Monday, so why would you make her wait?  That’s ridiculous.

So Jesus heals her.  Because it doesn’t make any sense to put a law ahead of someone’s need.

______________________________

According to Luke, this is the last time Jesus taught in a synagogue, which I think is more than an incidental side note.  I think it shows us that the religious leadership is already beginning to reject Jesus because what he does, doesn’t jive with how they think the world should operate.  

And this is why I think that at its core, this story is a story about much more than Sabbath keeping or healing.  I think this story is about God and what God wants for us and doesn’t want for us.  When we look at Jesus healing the bent over woman we get a picture of God at work and it becomes crystal clear that God doesn’t want people to be bent over, hypothetically speaking.  Right after this story Jesus turns to the crowd and asks them, “What does the kingdom of God look like?”  For the answer to that question you can look at the story of the bent over woman and learn that in God’s kingdom, everyone stands up straight and is healed whether it’s the Sabbath or not.

Which one would think would make everyone really happy!  But it doesn’t; it didn’t then and it doesn’t now.  Jesus may be doing the right thing here, but he’s also challenging their core assumptions about how the world should work.  And in that world things worked because religious laws were imposed upon on people.  But in healing the woman Jesus offers a different viewpoint, a viewpoint that reminds them that the law was given by God to bring order to chaos; it was the people who decided to use it to impose order on other.

What we have here is a clash between the synagogue leader, who’s using the law for the law’s sake, and Jesus, who is using the law for relationship’s sake.  In other words, Jesus isn’t undermining the law, he’s undermining the insistence of the law at the cost of one’s neighbor.

I think of how frequently we do this in our own cultures and churches and society.  We place our laws, both religious and secular, above people, even though God values people more than laws.  I think this is what is behind the debate in churches over sexuality and gender roles.  I think this is what is behind the debate over the proposed mosque in NYC.  You have people who place the 1st amendment over and above the real feelings of people who have been deeply affected by 9/11; but you also have people cry that all Muslims are terrorists in the face of the NYC imam who is trying to challenge such religious extremism.  

Does the law trump human need?  Should it trump human need?  It’s a hotly argued debate now, just like it was then.

The law supported the moral order of the world, but healing a bent over woman on the Sabbath was not a part of the moral order.  So when Jesus heals her, he’s doing much more than healing her.  He’s challenging the core assumptions of people as to how the world works.

Marcus Borg says that this story epitomizes Jesus’ ministry.  Everything that Jesus stood for, fought for, and died for is wrapped in this story.  By laying his hands on her he sets her free.  She is no longer a daughter of Satan, bound by his curse.  She is now a daughter of Abraham, always was, always loved by God.

This isn’t a simple story about healing or the Sabbath.  This is a story about God that shows us what God wants from us and provides a picture of what God’s ultimate kingdom will be like.  And in this kingdom, things will be made right.  The world will be repaired.  There will be no blindness or loss of hearing, no one broken or disfigured.  In the reign of God, there will be no conflicts between what is good for one and what is good for all.   And in this reign, all people will stand tall because this is, ultimately, what God wants from us.  Can we make that happen?

Amen.
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