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The Gospel: 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. 

 



Welcome, especially those of you who are visiting or here for the first time. Your presence is a gift 
to the Body of Christ gathered here. This is only the second time that I've preached in my first two 
months at St. Clement’s, so I know firsthand that it is good to be a visitor here. For those of you 
whom I have not met, my name is Tricia Lyons and I live and work at Virginia Seminary just up the 
street. A few months ago, I came to your Rector and asked if I might volunteer here since I do not 
have a parish to serve. So here I am, loving these last few weeks with you, and looking forward to 
the months and years ahead to serve as one of the priests in this warm and wise family of God. 

One of the things that I said and promised to you as a newcomer preacher is that one of the gifts 
that people bring to a community when they're new is that we have eyes for things and realities in 
your midst that people who have been here for a while may no longer notice or maybe haven't ever 
noticed. I've met a few of you who were baptized here or joined decades ago. Some of you have been 
coming into this sacred space longer than you have lived in any one home you’ve had. And some of 
you are here this morning for the first time. What I know is that God is speaking grace and 
transformation to all of us through, among other things, the architecture, the metabolism and the 
sacraments of this community. So I promised to share insights I have, as a newcomer, and share 
them in relationship to the texts assigned for our Eucharists. And this morning I will continue that 
practice. 

In my first sermon, I talked a little bit about this unavoidably stunning and wonderful tapestry, 
which is called The Tree of Life. I talked about the waters of baptism coming right through the stem, 
the spine, of this tree of life. I talked about the two trees mentioned in Genesis. We often know the 
story about the other tree. The other tree gets a lot more press but there was a second tree called the 
tree of life and if you ate this fruit, you lived forever in perfect communion with God.  

I said how much I love this space because you have this image of the tree of life. The water is pouring 
out of it over the pulpit and down toward the altar, where we feed on the fruit of the Eucharist. It's 
a perfect picture to have in a sanctuary. I've never seen one so large. Most of the time you see a cross 
or crucifix on the wall behind the pulpit or altar, but you have this wonderful image of the source 
of life reaching back into the Hebrew scriptures and leading right into the Eucharist of this moment. 
Your tree here points directly toward the tree of the cross that hangings both in all time and also in 
this particular space. 

Today, as I begin to meditate on our scriptures, I'm going to talk about your 15-foot cross over the 
altar. Some people are a little more reserved with a cross in their churches and they put it on a wall 
or in a window. It’s often a 2-dimensional image. But YOU have decided to keep ‘the main thing, 
the main thing,’ as they stay in business school training, and it put the cross literally ascending 
from the altar itself. Its power is both arriving and inviting you ‘further up and further in’ (as CS 
Lewis said in Narnia) toward the love and life of the Triune God. You also have these sturdy rings 
coming out of the cross, a symbol of many things Christian throughout our history, such as 
wholeness, eternity and Heaven because of its perfect symmetry and its unvarying balance. 
You find rings most commonly in Celtic Christian traditions and imagery. The idea of wholeness in 
movement is why we exchange rings at vows. If you're a scientist, you probably look at these rings 
and see an atom. And that kind of dynamic energy is a good way to think about the power of grace 
that comes on the cross. This is a cross that has life in it and through it and coming off of it.  



The truth is that if you think about our assigned readings this morning, if you didn't have the cross 
of Christ hanging there like that, I would say we should put one up to demonstrate today’s Gospel 
message. I want to be very clear that this particular Gospel passage today, if you study scripture and 
history and theology, has a very particular purpose and I would be committing malpractice as a 
preacher if I didn't tell you what that is. 

But after I do that, then I want to talk about something else that maybe isn't as obvious in this 
passage. Because although there's a lot going on here with the teachings of Jesus and religious 
authorities, I have to tell you there's also a woman who's sick one morning and goes home cured. I 
can't get beyond that part of the story. I'm a person who actually has chronic illness and daily chronic 
pain, so I tend to notice characters in pain and infirmity in every Bible story, no matter what the 
story is actually about. I'm fascinated by who's getting cured and who isn't and why. 

But let's begin with a very clear teaching project of the passage. Jesus is entering into a debate in the 
Jewish religion about the Sabbath. Keep in mind we know from history that Luke is a gospel writer 
who is two things. One, he is, from what we know, a physician. That's why Luke's Gospel tends to 
talk about blood and sweat and pain and illness. He can't help show you that his interest is quite 
physical with people, as opposed to the Gospel of Mark that's all about verbs. They “went.” They 
“ran.” They “ate,”etc. In Luke, people “bleed” and “thirst” and “limp.” 

Luke gives us much more attention to the body. Today’s passage is one of many passages that's talking 
about someone's body that is broken or has an ailment. But this passage is primarily about a debate 
within Judaism at the time. You heard the story. You see that Jesus enters into a contentious 
conversation with religious authorities. Remember, Luke is also writing in a time period where more 
and more there are followers of Jesus who are in increasingly rancorous cultural discussion or debates 
with Jewish leaders. The moment of Jesus is becoming a movement of Jesus. Luke is documenting 
the deepening divisions. 

He highlights the differences in his gospel to help followers of Jesus know who they are in relation 
to other believers in God. Jesus heals someone on the Sabbath, setting off a controversy about 
whether or not curing is prohibited ‘work’. At that time period, ‘work’ included any kind of spiritual 
or pastoral assistance. Jesus is leaning into that interpretation of Torah and challenging it. You'll 
notice he quotes the Torah in his own defense when he gets accused of ‘working’ on the Sabbath. 
There's almost humor or dark insult in this passage when it says the religious authorities said, ‘You 
have got six days you could be cured. Can’t you just wait until tomorrow?’ I just have to say, only a 
healthy person would say something like that. I'm a person who's often trying to get my doctor to 
call me back on Friday afternoon, when the office is closing, because I really need to know what I 
need to know or I need a prescription for relief. Often the office is closing down, the doctors left 
early, and I'm frustrated, and someone says, "You could just call Monday for test results or whatever 
you need,” or, “You can get your prescription on Monday instead." I know there are people in this 
room today who have suffered under the casual concern of others that often doesn’t match or even 
acknowledge the suffering of those of us who long for care or relief in the present moment. I see 
you. God sees you. 



Whenever someone talks to me like that, I know I'm talking to a person that does not struggle with 
illness or pain, because Monday feels like an eternity on Friday afternoon. I can just tell that this 
religious authority obviously doesn't struggle with illness because he says, ‘Can you all just wait until 
Sunday morning? And by the way, Jesus, you've broken the law in curing someone immediately.’ 
Jesus quotes from the Torah, which says on the Sabbath if your donkey is thirsty, you're allowed to 
lead him to water. It's a beautiful retort from Jesus. He makes them admit that a strict interpretation 
of the law is allowing the pastoral care of thirsty animals but not a suffering Jewish woman. 

Here's what you need to know about Judaism. Now since the 4th Century, just after our time of 
Augustine, there begins a tradition in Judaism of collecting the wisdom of what are called the Sages. 
These are religious teachers who meditate and write down their teachings about the Torah, the Five 
Books of Moses. Some of you are Jewish or know Jewish people and are familiar with the collected 
writings of the Sages, called the Talmud. 

The Talmud was written between the 4th century and about the 12th century. Then, it cuts off. So 
you have this tradition of sacred writing that is not the Torah, but it is sacred writing with authority 
second only to the Torah. Here's what you need to know. By the 4th Century, when they start to 
gather the Talmud, there has developed a new interpretation of the Sabbath law. It is this: You may 
break the Sabbath law to save life. Some of you probably know that and know that this is normative 
to Judaism since the writing of the Talmud. At the time of Jesus, it wasn't. 

Jesus was ahead of the curve. What he says in this passage even the Jewish tradition catches up to a 
few centuries later. And the truth is that this principle was present in the Torah from the beginning. 
Stay with me for a minute. The 10 commandments are found in two versions in the Hebrew Bible. 
There's one version in Exodus, but there's a second version in Deuteronomy. Deuteronomy, 
remember that's the Greek word that means the second law…think of the word duet. It's a 
restatement of the 10 commandments, but there's a difference. In Exodus it says, ‘Keep the Sabbath 
holy because God worked for six days and rested on the seventh.’ Period. That's the commandment. 

In Deuteronomy it says basically the same thing but with a twist, ‘Honor the Sabbath, keep it holy,’ 
and then there's a breathing mark in the Hebrew, and then, ‘You were slaves in Egypt, and God led 
you to freedom.’ So you are to honor the sabbath and keep liberation in mind. One passage says to 
honor the Sabbath by not working, and the other says honor the Sabbath by not working and 
remember, the Sabbath is the memorial of freedom from bondage, by God’s own hand. Jesus is 
pulling his contemporaries to see the Torah’s honoring of liberation in the text and extend its glory 
and power to the crippled woman in their midst.  

He's saying it's within the Torah tradition, to, yes, honor the Sabbath, but be willing to free anyone 
in bondage and do whatever holy work needs to be done to do that. This is not violating the Sabbath, 
its re-enacting God’s own action of liberation, just like re-enacting God’s choice of rest. To heal and 
liberate is to be an image of God. What I love is the Jewish tradition gets there in the centuries after 
Jesus. They get there.  

Let me say one more thing about Judaism, for those of you that have Jewish friends. Please, do not, 
like so many Christians, for so many centuries, hold an understanding of Judaism as somehow the 



appetizer to the meal that is Christianity -- that we needed Jesus or Christianity to wake Jewish people 
up like an alarm clock in the morning. Or that Jesus offers something entirely new that Jewish people 
rejected. Or that the world no longer needs Judaism after Jesus.  

This is called Supersessionism, and it's the root of most antisemitism. This idea is that we don't need 
Judaism anymore. Just remember that this passage, as it talks about Jesus fighting with religious 
authorities, is an invitation for you to be Episcopalians about this! Jesus does not come in the long 
line of revelation of all the prophets and start a new story. He's the fulfillment of it; the one who 
said, "I did not come to take away a single word of the law, but to fulfill them." It's not like there was 
the light of God in Judaism and then Jesus arrives as the switch that turns off Judaism and turns on 
a new light of Christianity.  

Think of Jesus as a prism that stands in the light that has been from God before him and throughout 
the Jewish tradition since Abraham. Heck, think of the light of truth streaming from the moment 
of creation. But think of a prism: it does not start a new light. It is not a correction or an addition. 
A prism enters a stream of light and expands and transforms the light it into a whole and wider 
spectrum of color that did exist within the stream but cannot be seen or spread without the prism. 

Jesus said things like, ‘you were told to love your neighbor. But let me tell you about a neighbor. 
He's a Samaritan,’ and all of a sudden the light gets wider and new colors and commitments become 
clear. ‘You were told you were chosen. I tell you I am here and in baptism, all are chosen’ and the 
light fills the prism and gets wider. So we Episcopalians embrace Judaism as a source of our light, 
with a living connection to us right here today. You could even say that this tapestry behind me is 
your Jewish tree! Use today's gospel as one more example, not of fixing Judaism, but of blowing open 
one color of light to a rainbow. Jesus does this all the time. The popular writer Anne Lamott calls 
“Jesus showing off.” 

And so this passage has a project of meditating on the sabbath and on inclusion and I just shared it 
with you. It is to weigh in on the question of how you honor the Sabbath. It is to show that Jesus 
was trying in his own time to bring people to an understanding of what freedom is and when you 
need it and you want it, God wants to give it, seven days a week.  

But then there's this second project that I see in the passage: we have a woman who was in the 
synagogue in pain. Now, remember, if you don't know synagogue architecture, at the time Jesus was 
teaching, there is an open area for men and their fathers and grandfathers, but not women or girls. 

Jesus would not have been teaching directly to more than men. Don't miss that when Jesus said, "He 
called her," it means he either turned or climbed or went somewhere else from a traditional teaching 
place, to point to where women and children were waiting for their sons and fathers. He called her 
into a place where she was not invited to have this exchange with him. And, she would have been 
seen as unclean in any place. He's already committed all kinds of radical acts of grace and inclusion 
just to get to the one sentence that we start with this morning, "He called her forward." He's about 
to stand her up straight for the first time in 18 years. 

Remember, He's talking to teachers who have their heads so buried in the text that they are blind to 
human suffering and as he calls them to look up; he takes the woman in front of them and stands 



her up. She's the image of what we're all called to do in any sacrament: stand up, because Christ is 
calling you up.  

But I have to say, I want to know: why was she cured? There were other sick people in the temple 
that very day. We don't have a story that they were cured. Why doesn't Jesus cure every sick person 
on earth at that time? If you can make the world, you could do that. 

If you're someone like me, who, like I’ve said, struggles with chronic illness and pain – then you 
can’t help reading some of these passages and say, "Why not me?... Why God have you made a world 
where people aren't cured?’ Look at the other readings we had today, from the Psalms or from 
Hebrews. Did you see the outrageous promises in here? That we would be some kind of healed and 
watered garden, that God will forgive our sins and will “heal our infirmities?” Are any of you 
infirmed who haven't gotten a cure yet? My infirmities have not been cured yet. On really bad days 
I'll admit whispering to God, "Why aren’t you curing me? I mean, I work for you…" 

The word you did not hear in the scriptures today, except for the woman, is "cure." It is a reminder 
that there is a difference between healing and being cured. I've often heard the joke that, "Poor 
Lazarus, he has to die twice." Think about it. He was resurrected, but he wasn't ascended into heaven, 
which means he was going to die again. If I could be cured today of all my illnesses, I would still die. 
Cures, even when they happen, don’t save you from future pain and certain death. Human cells in 
the body can live and thrive, and when we want them to grow, we call it miraculous. When they're 
growing too fast, we call it cancer. This is what the flesh does. Our cells are as free as we are to 
develop in all sorts of directions, and they are as burdened by our history and inheritance, as is our 
freedom to imagine wholeness and make good choices. Cures do not take away the freedom of cells 
or consciences to bring pain in the future. A cure is not a process, it’s an interruption, though always 
longed for and welcomed, I imagine. I long for a cure. But when I pause and pray, I also want 
something deeper and more lasting. I want a process of coming closer to God and moving farther 
away from suffering in body AND spirit. I want healing. I want a healing process that gets stronger 
and stronger, that pulls me through today by the magnet of joy and hope and that pulls me closer 
to God through and beyond death. I don’t just want to interrupt pain or even death, I want to defeat 
it and bask in wholeness of and with my Creator. And I want it Friday afternoon, not someday called 
Monday. 

Do you remember the parable when the friends of a paralyzed man climb onto a house where Jesus 
is preaching and lower their sick friend through the roof? Some of you know this story. If you don’t, 
then please come to coffee hour and ask someone to tell it to you. The friends want him to get in 
there so badly for a cure from Jesus. But remember this story? Remember the first thing he says to 
the guy? "I forgive your sins." Jesus reconciles him to God and he’s like, "Ta-da!" But you know the 
room was waiting for something else. They were looking for a cure. You have Jesus trying to get the 
crowd to realize the miracle he has just brought about; to reconcile and heal the man’s relationship 
with God and humanity, forever. But Jesus knows the human heart so well, so he says these beautiful 
words. Basically, ‘I know what you need. For you to believe that I had healed him – that I have 
healed his brokenness in body and spirit – you need a cure before your very eyes. To prove to you 
that I can heal forever, that I can and do bring people into relationship with their Creator and their 
community and the creation and can mend all that is broken in human life, I will also cure him.’ 



And so he speaks in actions that mean power for humans and tells the man to stand up, take his 
mat, and walk home. And the man does. 

Do any of you know someone who is very sick and yet, it is well with their soul? I hope you know at 
least one person who, if you just took the medical scans and the results, they are not doing physically 
well or perhaps are actively dying. But, in rare souls, there is such light and healing happening daily: 
in that relationship in their extended family, in their loneliness, in their hope in God.  

Think of AA. Alcoholics Anonymous does not cure you. If any of you are in AA, you know no one 
speaks of being cured of alcoholism. What do they speak of? Healing. They can have the affliction 
but they are in a process with others of being healed – a process that continues until death! They 
heal and then they can heal some more. They forgive, they amend, they believe; more and more and 
more. They want their relationship with God to heal, or with their higher power, or with the world, 
or with their past, or with their present, and hopefully into their future. It is an explosion of healing 
with no condition and no end. It is not an interruption: it is an eternal process of redemption, which 
is the ultimate healing of humanity. The cure takes care of one problem and waits for the next. 
Though I must keep saying as a person in pain, I would be happy to have a limited cure. I am not 
neutral on that. Nor is Jesus, which is why we get periodic signs of his power in the cure of certain 
people. These are the signs not of God’s random choice of grace but of God’s clarity that God has 
the power to heal and is willing to use the human language and longing of cure to get the message 
of healing across. Cures are part of the grammar of the larger language of healing. 

Now, we get to this cross hanging in this beautiful church. It is making the statement that on the 
cross, Jesus is healing the world BUT, he is not cured while hanging on it. He is in pain while he is 
healing the world. In fact the pain and affliction are getting worse. He is stabbed in the side. His 
injuries and infirmities mount as the healing of the world explodes from his love. Look at the rings 
moving on your cross – look at the force and vitality that they represent. While he is dying, the 
healing and reconciling call is pulling all things into the circle of love that is the Triune God. 

When you feel that you cannot see a cure coming or there isn't one for what is hurting you, look at 
this cross and know that Jesus is with you and that his healing is working in you at this moment and 
until the resurrection of your body. His flesh on that day was incurable and yet he says, "Father, into 
your hands I commend my spirit." On this glorious cross, we see an image of the ultimate healing 
and reconciliation: the second member of the Trinity re-claims his place in the eternal ring and life 
of God and shows us what healing and glory are. Although I confess I am impatient and often 
insistent on a cure, nonetheless I thank God we are all about to stand up in this room and recite the 
creed today that says we “look for the resurrection of the dead.” Whether we are cured or not, we 
WILL find peace and cure and glory for these bodies, if not now, then later. We will. If we live with 
Christ, we will die with Christ and we will share his resurrection. This cross sings out, we will. 

But these are mighty beliefs to hold by yourself in the storms of suffering. We gather around the 
altar because we need help believing while we are in pain or while those we love are in pain. Thank 
you for coming this morning. You could get church online, but the closer we are together in the 
flesh, in our bodies, the more help you can give to each other, to believe about your body what is 
very hard to believe when you are in pain: that we will rest in peace and rise in glory. We will. 



If this morning you don't believe it or can’t say the line in the Creed about your resurrection, then 
remember that the weird smelling, odd sounding or funny looking person sitting next to you in your 
pew will say it for you. We come in here to get help to believe the things that feel impossible. Thank 
you for coming. It was a wise choice. Someone in here believes in the resurrection of the body less 
than you and they need you to say it today so they can hear it. Someone in here believes in it a lot 
more than you ever will, so if your suffering or someone else’s is holding your tongue in silent pain 
then someone in here will say it for you.  

We should have a drum roll as we get to the line in the Creed this morning about our resurrection. 
This 15-foot cross hanging over our altar that we are about to come closer to in communion is the 
way and the truth and the life. If you've given up on your own body or someone else's because the 
pain is too distracting for everyone, look at the cross because to do so is to not look away from pain 
but to face it and to see the healing that is happening for the whole of creation. When you look at 
this cross, look for the resurrection of the dead.  

Because we will. 

Amen. 


