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Prayer of Illumination 
Gracious God, Come now and shine your light of understanding upon us as we open ourselves to your 

Word. Free us from the bonds that keep us from truly hearing your truth and accepting your will. We 

pray in JesusÕ name, Amen. 

Of Spines and Spirits 
Isaiah 58:9-14 

9Then you shall call, and the LORD will answer; you shall cry for help, and 

he will say, Here I am. If you remove the yoke from among you, the pointing of 

the finger, the speaking of evil, 10if you offer your food to the hungry and 

satisfy the needs of the afflicted, then your light shall rise in the darkness and 

your gloom be like the noonday. 11The LORD will guide you continually, and 

satisfy your needs in parched places, and make your bones strong; and you 

shall be like a watered garden, like a spring of water, whose waters never fail. 

12Your ancient ruins shall be rebuilt; you shall raise up the foundations of many 

generations; you shall be called the repairer of the breach, the restorer of 

streets to live in.  

13If you refrain from trampling the Sabbath, from pursuing your own 

interests on my holy day; if you call the Sabbath a delight and the holy day of 

the LORD honorable; if you honor it, not going your own ways, serving your 

own interests, or pursuing your own affairs; 14then you shall take delight in the 

LORD, and I will make you ride upon the heights of the earth; I will feed you 

with the heritage of your ancestor Jacob, for the mouth of the LORD has 

spoken.  
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Luke 13:10-17   
10Now he was teaching in one of the synagogues on the Sabbath. 11And 

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. 

12When Jesus saw her, he called her over and said, “Woman, you are set free 

from your ailment.” 13When he laid his hands on her, immediately she stood up 

straight and began praising God.  

14But 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.” 15But 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? 16And 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?” 17When 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.  

This is the Word of the Lord! 
Thanks be to God!  
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I wonder what it was about her that caught Jesus’ eye? I wonder what it 

was about that woman, all bent over and slowly shuffling into the Temple that 

made him stop right in the middle of his sermon? To everyone else she was all 

but invisible — the disabled had no real place in the life of the Temple and this 

poor soul had the additional misfortune of being female. It was a double 

whammy that denied her full participation in the worshipping community.  She 

was of no account, she had no place there — nobody could really see her, 

nobody really cared to see her — except Jesus. 

 Was it her steely determination to come to the synagogue on the Sabbath 

that captured Jesus’ attention? Was it her deep devotion to God that touched 

his heart? Dr. Luke tells us that she was quite unable to stand up straight — the 

Greek literally says that she could not unbend. Doctors today might diagnose 

her with severe scoliosis or ankylosing spondylitis. It was as if she was bound 

by invisible chains into this contorted and crooked position—Luke calls those 

chains a spirit—“a spirit of weakness.” But, whether you call those chains spirit 

or spondylitis, the sad truth was that she was bound and bent; all she could see 

was her dusty feet shuffling across the floor.  

According to the Jewish purity code she was not whole—her brokenness 

rendered her impure, unclean and not worthy to enter in to the presence of 

God. Bound, bent and broken, she could only stand way, way back in the 
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narthex — no one ever offered her a bulletin and ushered her into the 

sanctuary—and she had suffered in this way for so long, for 18 years. 

Now, when we see numbers in scripture, a little bell should go off in our 

heads—if it’s a big bell, then maybe you should see a doctor about that. But, 

numbers in scripture should make us sit up and take notice because they are 

almost always significant; and, this number 18 is no exception and Luke uses this 

number as a thread through this chapter. As this chapter 13 opens Jesus refers 

to a calamity where the tower of Siloam fell on and killed 18 people. ”It was just 

an accident, he says, they were no more sinful than anybody else.” The number 

18 in our story for today, then, ties the woman to those18 killed in the Siloam 

tragedy. So, again, it is not sin that has kept this woman bound and bent over 

for 18 long years—her disability was not her fault.  Luke wants us to 

understand that mercy is at the very heart of Jesus’ ministry, at the very core of 

God’s kingdom. And, mercy is the lens through which Jesus interprets scripture. 

And in order to teach that essential kingdom principle to the synagogue 

congregation that day, he calls the woman over.  

She must have been shocked to be singled out that way. But here he was, 

calling her to himself. Should she go to him? Maybe it was something in his voice 

that told her it was OK to come closer — she couldn’t see his face, but as she 

drew closer she could hear that his voice was full of tenderness, his eyes full of 

care. Then he did an extraordinary thing. “Woman,” he said, “you are set free 
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from your ailment.” And then, he laid his hands on her, and, immediately, she 

stood up straight.  If this was a made for TV movie, we could hear the strains of 

the Magnificat, Mary’s song, playing in the background as this lowly woman 

was being lifted up. And as she raised herself to an upright position, her entire 

being overflowed with praise and thanksgiving to God. She was unbound, 

unbent and unbroken — no longer unseen; no longer silent in the sanctuary of 

the Lord. By his touch, Jesus conferred upon her God’s blessing of wholeness—

he loosed her from her bondage and restored her to her health and her rightful 

place in the community of promise.  

But, every party has a pooper, doesn’t it? And this one was the leader of 

the synagogue — and he was madder than a wet hen. Now the leader of the 

synagogue was a powerful and prestigious man, one of the elite of Jewish 

society. And we love to cast him as the villain, to boo and hiss at him for being 

just a little too tight with the rules. But, let’s face it, he was just doing his job. He 

was well-versed in the Hebrew scriptures and he recognized a serious infraction 

of Jewish law when he saw it. I personally believe he was suffering from 

irritable clergy syndrome. And, Jesus did, in fact, break the rules — and by 

doing so he dishonored the synagogue leader personally as the one charged 

with enforcing Sabbath law. The leader of the synagogue is full of righteous 

indignation when he points out Jesus’ mistake and fires back at him the 

appropriate verses from the 20th chapter of Exodus: “Six days you shall labor and 
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do all your work. But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not 

do any workÑ you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, 

or the alien resident in your towns.“ Pretty clear, huh? Don’t do any work on the 

Sabbath—that’s the rule. 

Greyhound bus lines also had rules and one of them is that pets are not 

allowed on their buses. And so late one night at a rural truck stop in Florida a 

Greyhound driver kicked an 80 year old woman off his bus. Why? She was 

returning home from her birthday party and had with her present with her: a 

tiny puppy named Cookie. But, dogs aren't allowed on Greyhound buses and 

the driver refused to make an exception, leaving this poor woman about 80 

miles from home at 3 o’clock in the morning. I’m thinking the bus driver 

sounded a lot like the leader of the synagogue. “We have a rule. We have a 

rule.” A security guard summoned by the bus driver called sheriff's deputies to 

escort her away adding to this poor woman's fright. However, the police felt 

sorry for her and were kind to her and police from five different jurisdictions 

showed up to help her get home. When the word got out, people were 

incensed at the behavior of the bus driver. Greyhound promptly apologized 

and gave her a refund and the unidentified driver, a 20-year veteran of 

Greyhound, was suspended.  

Jesus knew the law, but, he also knew the divine intent behind the law. 

He understood that human beings had not been made for the Sabbath, but 
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rather, the Sabbath made for human beings. He had come to usher in that 

divine realm in which wholeness would reign and the least would be the 

greatest. While it appeared that he stopped teaching to heal the woman, actually 

her healing was part of his teaching. He wasn’t just telling the people about 

God’s kingdom, he was showing them the kingdom — and the leader of the 

synagogue didn’t like it one little bit. 

On the surface it appears that the synagogue leader and the woman have 

nothing in common—but in reality, the synagogue leader also was afflicted by a 

crippling spirit; he too was bound, bent and broken—tied up by tradition; 

locked into legalism; and disabled by dogma. Yes, he was firing off those Bible 

bullets  — you know the ones I mean — those little snippets of scripture that we 

pull out and use to wound and cripple those who oppose us. The leader 

thought that he was defending himself and his congregation from breaking the 

law. But rather, he was tightening their bonds, enabling that spirit of weakness 

that opposed God’s Spirit.  His strict adherence to law and tradition had no 

room for love and compassion; his crippling spirit was a spirit of injustice and 

oppression and would have kept the woman shackled and silent, denying her 

the freedom to become who God created her to be. 

But Jesus will have none of it and explodes in righteous indignation: “You 

hypocrites!“ he says, “You treat your animals better than you treat this poor 

woman—and she’s a daughter of Abraham, a member of God’s covenant 
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community. If your donkey can be loosed from its bonds on the Sabbath, 

shouldn’t this woman also be loosed from Satan’s bonds on the Sabbath?” You 

just don’t want to debate with Jesus, do you?   

Jesus is not doing away with the law, but, rather, he is reinterprets it 

“according to the promises made to Abraham and David, some of the most 

unlikely people to be recipients of God’s mercy and divine blessing.”1 According 

to Jesus’ interpretation of the law, then, mercy is just as important as holiness—

they go hand in hand. It’s like love and marriage or a horse and carriage—you 

can’t have one without the other. Otherwise, God’s children are denied their 

rightful place in the covenant community and find themselves bent over, 

shuffling along looking at their dusty feet.  

Could that be you shuffling along today? Is there a crippling spirit that has 

you bound, bent and broken? Are you struggling under heavy burdens that 

keep you from unbending? That holds you back from being the man or woman 

that God created you to be? Maybe it’s a spirit of weakness that keeps your 

eyes cast downward?  Or a spirit of legalism. Could it be a spirit of tradition 

that’s binding you and bending you? It’s been said that the seven last words of 

the Church are: “We’ve never done it that way before.”  And those spirits of 

perfectionism often keep us from standing straight and tall as well.  What is it 

that has you bound, bent and broken?  
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Whatever it is, Rabbi Jesus, looks up at us from the pages of scripture; and 

with eyes full of compassion, he sees all of our infirmities and with God’s own 

love, he says, “Come to me, all of you who are struggling under heavy burdens, 

Come to me.”  Friends, feel his loving, divine hands upon you, lifting you up 

from those crippling spirits, freeing you from all your bonds, so that you can 

stand tall and straight and shout out your praise for all the wonderful things 

God is doing. 

In the name of God, Creator, Christ and Consoler, AMEN. 
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