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I think I've told some of you before that when I was a boy, my favorite Sunday in the year was the Sunday in the spring when we would change the clocks forward and begin daylight savings time.  It was my favorite because invariably my mother would never remember and by the time she did it was too late to make it to church and so there was one Sunday for sure that we didn't “have to go to church.”  That's how I felt when I was young—church was an obligation, it was something we had to do because my parents required it.  Did any of you feel that way?  Maybe some of you still feel that way—you come to church because it is an obligation, something that God requires you to do, part of the package that comes with being a member of the church, you have to show up on Sundays.  Maybe that's how many of the people felt in the synagoge that day with Jesus, they were there because they had to, it was part of the Sabbath obligations.  There were a lot of rules about the Jewish Sabbath in those days.  I'm sure some of you grew up with rules about what could and couldn't be done on Sundays, right?  Like many of you, a colleague from seminary, Lynn Japinga, who is now professor of religion at Hope College, grew up in West Michigan in a conservative community and she writes about this passage remembering the strict rules about what was allowed.  She remembers being desperately bored during the long afternoon between morning and evening church.  She could not watch television or read comic books or play kick the can with the neighbor kids.  They could not go to the movies or the mall or the beach.  Sometimes she used to retreat to her room for a Sunday afternoon “nap” and listen to the forbidden Detroit Tigers on a transistor radio pressed closely to her ear, hoping the sound would be muffled by the pillow.  She also remembers that the rules were inconsistently applied.  Nobody was supposed to work, and yet her mother and grandmother prepared enormous Sunday dinners.  The rules may have created a space for family and rest, but they also created a great deal of resentment.  So many things were forbidden.

That's not unlike what it was like in the time of Jesus and there were many rules about what could and could not be done on the Sabbath.  One was not supposed to do any work on the Sabbath.  But what constituted work?  Of course one wasn't suppose to cook, so all the food was made the day before, but could one take a walk?  Some said you could, some said no, but by Jesus time the consensus among the rabbis was that one could take a walk as long as it wasn't more than a thousand steps, after that a walk turned into a journey and that was work.  And they didn't even have those Fitbits to count their steps!One of the problems came when one owned animals. Was it work to feed them?  How about water them, could you carry water to them?  One of the rabbis decided that you should walk your animals to the water and they could drink, that wasn't work, but your animals couldn't carry anything on their backs for that would make it work.  Well then, what about healing?  Could a healer or a physician heal on the Sabbath? The rabbis had rules for that as well.  If it was something that was life threatening, a healer could help someone on the Sabbath.  But if it was something chronic and could wait until the next day then it should wait, otherwise it would be work.  So what about this woman who has been bent over for 18 years? Surely she doesn't need to be healed that day, does she?  She's been like this for 18 years, she can wait one more day.  Did you notice that this woman who cannot even stand up straight does not come to the synagogue to ask Jesus for healing?  She comes to the synagogue where Jesus is, but the story does not tell us that she comes because she knows that Jesus is there.  She just comes.  No one brings her there for Jesus to heal.  She just comes.  Over the years, she has become accustomed to her condition, probably resigned to it by now.  Think about it.  For 18 years this woman has been bent over, she has to strain to see the sun, or the sky or the stars or the tops of trees.  Can she even look anyone in the eye any more or is her world filled with looking at the ground and people's feet?  She has to turn from side to side to see what others can see without even trying.  She is used to this.  This is all she's seen over the years.  And so the leader of the synagogue objects that she doesn't need to be healed today.  She's not even asking to be healed.

So often when we read this passage the focus is on the leader of the synagogue.  How can he not have compassion for this woman?  How can he be so cruel so as to object when she is healed?  But isn't this story all about eyesight?  Isn't it about how far each one of them can see?  The woman who has been bent over all these years has her lines of sight limited by being bent over and it's a real strain to see anything above her.  But the leader also has limited lines of sight.  He is limited by his traditions, by the rules that he has been taught, by his assumptions that the way things always have been is the way things should continue to be.  So whose vision is more impaired?  Whose lines of sight are more blocked, the woman's or the leader's?

Honoring the Sabbath is not a bad thing and it is probably something that our society could use more of.  We could use more time of rest, time apart, when we put down our work, when we stop to think about God, about creation and our place in it.  But why should we do that?  Why should we stop and rest, even have a day set aside for rest?  Some of you will remember that honoring the Sabbath day is part of the Ten Commandments.  “Honor the Sabbath Day and keep it holy” says the fourth commandment, right?  But why?  Some of you will remember from your Sunday school days that in the Book of Exodus when God gives the commandments to Moses, he tells him to keep the Sabbath day because it was in six days that God created the world and all that is in it and on the seventh day God rested and so God took the seventh day and hallowed it and said we should do no work it it.  But do you know that's not the only account of the Ten Commandments in the Hebrew Scriptures?  The commandments are also listed in the book of Deuteronomy.  And this text may actually be older than the one in Exodus.  When it comes to the fourth commandment we are told to observe the Sabbath not because God rested on the seventh day, but to take time to remember that we were slaves in Egypt and that God delivered the people with a mighty hand and that therefore we keep the Sabbath.  The sabbath is not just about resting, it's about justice.  It's remembering that we are called to act with compasstion and justice, just like God did when the people were in Egypt. It's about solidarity with the oppressed and participating in their deliverance. And what is more appropriate to have happen on the Sabbath than to have a woman released from her 18 years of oppressive sickness?  Are you seeing something new? Are you having your vision expanded?  Isn't that what church should be all about?  That we come here not because we have to, not because it's a rule to follow, but because we just might see something new.  We are the woman bent over by so many burdens—guilts, assumptions, the baggage of our own expectations of the way we should be.  Maybe we could come to church not because it's one more thing we have to do, but because it is here that we can be set free.  The scholar Alan Brehm says:
“There’s no better way to honor God on the day we set aside for worship than to follow Jesus in practicing God’s mercy and compassion--especially toward those who are suffering and in need. There’s no better way to honor God on the day of worship than by setting people free from all that binds them--including setting them free from the stingy rules that we have used to reinforce the notion that they “have” to come to church. I don’t believe God wants anyone to come to church because they think they “have” to. I think God is honored when people are set free like this woman--when that happens they not only want to praise God, it may be hard to keep them from it! I believe when you set people free, they will honor God on the Sabbath because they want to--because they cannot help but celebrate God’s kindness and mercy and love.”

What would that look like? Do you have to come to church?  No, you don't. But maybe we can be like that woman who didn't come because she wanted something from Jesus.  She just came to praise God, and even her disability couldn't hold her back.  You don't “have” to be here.  But if you know that you just might see something new, maybe you won't be able to help it.
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