
Luke 13:10-17 

Now he was teaching in one of the synagogues on the sabbath. And just then 

there appeared a woman with a spirit that had crippled her for eighteen 

years. She was bent over and was quite unable to stand up straight. When 

Jesus saw her, he called her over and said, ‘Woman, you are set free from your 

ailment.’ When he laid his hands on her, immediately she stood up straight and 

began praising God. But the leader of the synagogue, indignant because 

Jesus had cured on the sabbath, kept saying to the crowd, ‘There are six days 

on which work ought to be done; come on those days and be cured, and not on 

the sabbath day.’ But the Lord answered him and said, ‘You hypocrites! Does not 

each of you on the sabbath untie his ox or his donkey from the manger, and lead 

it away to give it water? And ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham 

whom Satan bound for eighteen long years, be set free from this bondage on the 

sabbath day?’ When he said this, all his opponents were put to shame; and 

the entire crowd was rejoicing at all the wonderful things that he was doing. 
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 Every time I hear the story of the bent over woman I think of my great-

grandmother, Nanny. Nanny lived in a very small house with a lot of cats—I mean 

a LOT of cats. It made me laugh to see them everywhere—big ones, small ones, 

kittens, all had free range over her little house—counters, furniture, any open 

surface. There was also an outhouse so visits to Nanny were well timed to avoid 

visiting it. As a child I never could understand why my parents weren’t eager to 

visit her when we made the rare trip from the Berkshires to Hanson to visit my 

mother’s parents. Maybe it was how the hair of cats and their odor along with 

that of her kerosene stove lingered on our clothes long after we left.  Maybe it 

was the outhouse, but we didn’t talk about that. 

 Nanny was a poor, very, poor widow. In the days before Social Security, she 

had to cobble together a living as best she could, including taking in foster 

children and doing mending for others. Anything she could do to hang on to that 

little house. Anything she could to avoid being sent to the Poor Farm. Looking 

back I can imagine how the small  Social Security check Nanny received in the 

early 1940’s as a survivor’s benefit, made all the difference in the world to her 

well being.  
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 My memory of Nanny walking all bent over is strong but I’m not sure why 

she did. My family didn’t encourage asking questions so I never knew whether 

she had had an injury as a child or perhaps rheumatoid arthritis but whatever the 

cause, her spirit wasn’t bent over. Although she had experienced many struggles 

in her life, she never let on. What I remember most is her smile and the obvious 

delight she had in seeing my father and the rest of us. I was in awe that Nanny 

could play the harmonica—not just the in and out noise that we kids would make, 

but real songs—“She’ll be Comin’ Around the Mountain, When She Comes” and 

“Jesus Loves Me.” I loved that! 

 As I mentioned earlier, today’s Gospel story reminds me of Nanny. We hear 

that a spirit had crippled an un-named woman for eighteen years, yet there she 

was in a synagogue where Jesus was teaching. It doesn’t matter what caused the 

infirmity, only that we know from Jewish law she would have been considered  

unclean. Which meant that not only should she not have been there but Jesus 

shouldn’t have even touched her. But he did, and that changed everything. Jesus 

called her over and she responded. Her joyful response was to stand up straight 

and begin praising God. For the first time she no longer has to twist her head 

around to see the sky and the sun; she is able to look into the faces of those 

around her. One would think everyone was thrilled. But, no—not the leader of the 

synagogue.  

 He reacts to this miracle of healing by scolding those gathered there—

“There are six other days in the week, people! Come on those days to be healed, 

but not on the Sabbath!” He is so focused on the Law that he is blind to the 

miracle right in front of him! Which is discouraging, since the Sabbath was given 

way back in Exodus as a gift, a gift of life to those who had known the terrible 

burden of slavery and the arduous journey to freedom..  

 The Hebrew word for Sabbath is shabbat, which as a verb means simply to 

stop. Stop and rest. The world will continue to turn without you. God is God and 

you are not. The world does not depend on your busy-ness, so stop and rest. The 

pandemic certainly did not have many plusses but one thing I hope we will 

remember is how it forced us to stop and rest.  

 Sabbath-keeping, of course, was one of the ways that Jews defined 

themselves and kept their identity even over long centuries of living in exile and 

diaspora, living as strangers in a strange land. There were no other people that 

had a weekly day of rest, so Sabbath was one important way to maintain Jewish 

identity. It still is. 

 By Jesus’ time, the Sabbath law was interpreted differently by different 

Jewish sects. There was an ongoing debate among rabbis and other teachers of 

the law—What could you do and not do on the Sabbath? What constituted 
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“work”? Lighting a fire to cook? Taking your livestock out to pasture? Jesus’ 

question makes it clear that the Pharisees did, in fact, consider it lawful to rescue 

an animal who had fallen into a pit on the Sabbath. So, the leader of the 

synagogue is not the strictest interpreter of the Sabbath commandment. 

Nevertheless, he does consider healing on the Sabbath a violation of the law. But 

Jesus, who of all people knows the heart of God, calls him and his fellow leaders 

out:  

   “You hypocrites! Does not each of you on the sabbath untie    

  his ox or his donkey from the manger, and lead it away to give it    

  water? And ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham whom    

  Satan bound for eighteen long years, be set free from this     

  bondage on the sabbath day?” 

The crowd recognized what had happened even if the leaders of the synagogue 

did not. Imagine how you would respond if you had been there. Wouldn’t you 

have rejoiced along with the woman? 

   I recall a time in Ware when Lee, a member of our Bible study who 

never missed a session ,wasn’t there. Our pastor told us he had been rushed to 

the hospital with what was assumed a massive heart attack a few hours before. 

He was immediately taken into surgery but his prognosis was grim. His wife, Sue  

had asked for prayers. Because Lee, who had married late in life longed to live 

long enough to see his young son grown.  We prayed. Later, just as we were 

ready to leave, the pastor’s phone rang. It was our friend’s wife, Sue who told us 

Lee was out of surgery and expected to make a full recovery. I can still see faces 

of the others, the tearful expressions of joy we shared and the heartfelt prayers 

of thanks. Lee got to see Chris graduate both high school and college.There have 

been other extraordinary examples of healing that I have witnessed—some 

through laying on of hands, others through medical treatment, each one a life 

altering mystery for those who received the healing and those witnessed it.  

 I would be less than honest if I didn’t add that I have experienced many 

times when the most fervent prayers have not been answered, at least not in the 

way hoped for. While I believe God answers all prayers, there are times, painful 

ones ,when the answer is “no.” What I can say, without equivocation is that Jesus 

can heal us from all that may bend us over, the burdens that we carry that keep 

us from living the abundant life God intends for God’s beloved children.   

 Perhaps it is a physical ailment, like the woman in our Gospel lesson today 

or my Nanny. Perhaps it is anxiety or depression. Perhaps it is guilt over 

something you have done, or anger over what someone else has done. Perhaps it 
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is grief, the loss of a dearly loved one. Perhaps it is deeply felt disappointment. 

Perhaps it is just plain weariness.Whatever it is, whatever burden you carry, 

whatever is weighing you down, hear this good news: God wills life for you. In 

and through Jesus, God sets you free from whatever binds you. God ’s 

unconditional love is what can heal the world if only we are open to that healing. 

Sometimes those burdens we carry are hard to let go of. Old resentments, long-

held guilt, heavy grief—we may cling to those burdens because they have been a 

part of us for so long and we are not sure who we would be without them. 

 Often when I travel on a Sunday morning I see full parking lots at stores 

and restaurants. It makes me feel sad that so many folk have turned away from 

attending church. There are many and complex reasons for this, some valid, 

others not so much. It is easy for us as faithful churchgoers to point our fingers, 

to place the blame elsewhere. If we are honest, we have to wonder if there have 

been times in our lives and in the lives of our churches when we have identified 

more with the leader of the synagogue than Jesus. In my lifetime I have 

witnessed this happen far too many times. Times when leaders complained about 

noisy kids or someone’s style of dress. At one annual meeting, It pained me to 

hear a woman comment,  

  “We used to have members who contributed to the budget but    

 now most of the people attending don’t just don’t pledge so we have a   

 problem.”  

 Her implication was the church was attracting the “wrong” people. It had 

once been the place to be for doctors, lawyers, bankers and business owners. 

Quite frankly, they were the ones who ran the church in a time when many 

churches were more like a social club. Yet it was new pastors who had gradually 

helped the congregation become more of the church of Jesus Christ than the so-

called important people. It became the church where I and four other people 

heard God’s call to stand up straight and be fully healed—to become pastors so 

that we could help bring healing to others. Financially the church struggled, but 

spiritually, it rocked!  

 So many people are bent over these days. People bent over and burdened 

by relentless consumerism that drains the soul and never fully satisfies. So many 

people suffer addictions that leave them helpless to overcome. People so 

burdened by feelings of shame that we need not carry. God lifts that terrible 

burden from our shoulders so that we can stand upright; so that we can take a 

deep breath at last and see clearly the faces of the people around us. The healing 

described in today’s text is available to anyone who is open to it but first they 
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have to hear it. This healing is not an easy or a quick process. But the Gospel 

speaks a new word into old patterns. And that new word can sound like healing 

and liberation.  

 My Nanny may not have been healed of her physical affliction but my 

deepest memory of her is the joy I felt when we visited.  Her simple love and joy 

always lifted me. That’s what is really important for us and for any church. To 

remember our calling to be a church that shares the unconditional love of God 

with all those we encounter, no matter who they are or where they are on life’s 

journey. May it be so. Amen. 
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