Luke 13.10-17, Hebrews 12.18-end Can we unbend?!

While still standing after reading of the gospel, if you can, bend over, like the woman
in the reading. Now try looking at the person each side of you. What do to see?
Gradually straighten up. Now look at the person each side of you. What do you notice?
What are the big differences?

Although this account of Jesus healing the woman bent double could stand quite easily
on its own as a healing miracle, its position in Luke’s narrative is telling us a lot more.
Our readings on Sundays are always an extract and it’s worth looking at what comes
immediately before and after the passage concerned. Before and after are sayings
about the urgency of people making up their minds about responding to Jesus’
message. Time is running out. Soon Jesus will be heading for Jerusalem where he
anticipates his trial and execution. Will those who have been listening to his teaching
about the kingdom of God (that is God’s rule, God’s way of doing things, breaking into
their lives) and watching his miracles, like this one, decide whether or not to follow
him, to say ‘'yes’ to God’s rule? That’s been part of the message reflected in the last 3
sermons, with Luke challenging us, just as Jesus challenged his first listeners — are we
so taken up with looking after and even increasing our stuff (the story about the rich
fool) that we’re not even aware of God’s invitation and then it’s too late? Or like the
servants in the story of the boss going away, who may not be ready to welcome him if
he returns unexpectedly? Or perhaps like those who listen to Jesus talking about the
cost of following him, and hesitate over whether or not to stick with him?

In drawing us into the synagogue on that Sabbath to see Jesus heal the woman and
counter the disapproval of the synagogue leader, Luke gives a vivid illustration of what
the breaking in of the kingdom of God (God’s rule) looks like. You may remember
Jesus’ mission statement in his first sermon in the synagogue in Nazareth (Luke 4.16-
19) ‘to release the captives, set at liberty those who are oppressed, give sight to the
blind, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour’. Here'’s a demonstration of setting
someone at liberty, of a captive being released, as the woman straightens up after
years of being unable to do so - a sure sign that God is at work. We see the different
responses to the breaking in of God’s kingdom. If you were here last Sunday you may
remember that Jesus was warning his listeners that what he was doing/saying would
divide people - there would be conflicting responses. And here we have them; The
woman immediately praises God and so does the crowd watching. The ruler of the
synagogue, however, refuses to see this. He is blind to this sign of God’s presence.
And he is unwilling to have his spiritual sight restored by Jesus.

Luke is saying that responding to Jesus, welcoming God’s rule, God’s way of doing
things (‘entering the kingdom of God’), to use that language, brings freedom from those
barriers that may be hindering us from delighting in a relationship with the God who
loves us. In Jesus’ time people would stand straight to worship. The woman had been
unable to do this. She had been unable to easily connect with others because, as we
noticed when we tried being bent over and looking at our neighbours, all we could really
see was their feet! This would have made it easy for her to be ignored, to become
isolated. How hard, then, to fully participate in the life of her tribe, if you like, to truly
inhabit her Jewish inheritance as a daughter of Abraham? A full member of God’s
covenant people. Ininviting those around to enter the Kingdom of God Jesus is inviting
them/us to become even more than a son or daughter of Abraham; to claim our



inheritance as a daughter or son of God, to share the same relationship he has with
God.

Now, being bent over is not necessarily a physical thing. We can easily be sort of bent
over inside, perhaps by things that have happened to us; or sometimes by guilt or
shame over what we think we may have done to others. These can make it hard for
us to really look at and connect with others, and perhaps even harder to connect with
a God who would surely not want to relate to someone like us! Our oppression, our
captivity may be internal. Perhaps there was some of that for the woman bent double,
too.

Or perhaps, as religious people like the ruler of the synagogue, our perception is
clouded by a certain rigidity, a fixed understanding of how things ought to be, not able
to recognise when the God of surprises is at work. Or perhaps not expecting our
awesome, holy God to invite us to identify with Jesus and become his precious son or
daughter.

Jesus brings division, yes, because he arouses conflicting responses in those around
him. Paradoxically, though, he also brings connection. To enter the kingdom of God,
to welcome God'’s rule with its invitation to become as close as a son or daughter, is
about connexion. Freed from whatever causes us to be bent over, unable to see,
whether lots of stuff, shame or guilt, or prejudice or rigidity to name but a few, we
can return God’s loving gaze, looking up at him and one another, and the world
around us with clearer sight and greater compassion. We enter more deeply into our
connection with God, with each other and the world.
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