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Isaiah  58: 9 – 14; Luke 13: 10 – 17 

 

It’s over eight years since I spent a couple of weeks in 

Jerusalem and was able to experience the Sabbath 

being observed in a Jewish society.  Literally nothing 

moves.  There is no traffic on the roads – and I mean 

no traffic.  And as it would be a breach of the Sabbath 

to push the button to summon a lift, the lifts in our 

hotel was altered, for that one day a week, so that they 

kept going continuously at a very slow rate and you 

simply walked on them and walked off as they passed 

your floor. 

 

It’s all taken very seriously.  And of course the whole 

point of the Sabbath is so that you can have recreation, 

re-creation, be re-created.  Humans are created in the 

first place in the image of God, but after six days of 

work, it is rest that is needed for that image to be 

restored in us and for us to be again the way God 

intended us.  It’s a theme running through the way 

Jewish society was organised through the Hebrew 

Scriptures.  After land has been worked for six years, 

you need to let it lie fallow for a year so its fertility can 

be restored.  And after seven Sabbaths of years, seven 

times seven, slaves and prisoners are restored to their 

liberty and property is restored to its owner – in other 

words, debt is forgiven. 

 

Sabbath is all about people and things having the 

opportunity of being restored to the way they should 

be.  The irony in our Gospel reading this morning, is 

that whilst the leader of the synagogue is standing on 

his religious principle to criticise Jesus, what Jesus is 

doing to incur that criticism, actually is an exercise of 

Sabbath keeping:  he’s restoring the bent over woman 

so that she can stand up straight as God intended her.  

And since the very early centuries of Christianity, 

commentators have taken the bent over woman to be a 

spiritual allegory.  If we’re spiritually bent over, we 

can’t reach up to God.  We need to straighten ourselves 

up from a doubled up posture in order to be risen with 
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Christ.  St.Augustine, the followers of whose religious 

order founded this Priory Church, said “Stretch up 

towards him and you will no longer be bent double.”  

And the message of the story of the healing of the bent 

over woman is:  don’t let your religious rules get in the 

way of stretching up towards him. 

 

So we are invited to try to think of examples in our 

lives of when our religious principles actually get in the 

way of us allowing things to be as God intends; when 

his image in us is actually obscured by our piety.  Only 

recognising your own faults requires a spiritual 

discipline that doesn’t come easily.  One example I can 

think of is Roman Catholic bishops refusing to allow 

people in West Africa to use condoms to protect 

themselves from the spread of HIV because they think 

observing the rule against contraception is more 

important than people dying of AIDS.  But you’ll have 

noticed that I’m not a Roman Catholic bishop so it’s 

not a very personal example.  And I suspect that my 

failure to come up with one is because of my lack of 

spiritual insight rather than because I have nothing to 

confess. 

 

But just think what it would be like if we did have the 

spiritual insight to allow Jesus’ sort of Sabbath 

keeping to operate in us; to be released from being 

spiritually bent double; and to allow his image in us to 

be fully restored.  This is the vision St.Augustine had 

of what it would be like:  “There is another life . . . a 

home country where no violence, no enemy is to be 

feared; there is a home country walled by the will of 

God, encircled with the shield of God’s goodwill, where 

no foe is ever allowed in and no friend perishes.”  And 

this is the vision of true Sabbath keeping we heard in 

our first Bible reading from the prophet Isaiah: “you 

remove . . . the pointing of the finger, the speaking of 

evil . . . you offer your food to the hungry and satisfy 

the needs of the afflicted.”   

 

In other words proper Sabbath keeping, Christ-like 

Sabbath keeping, is about establishing peace and 
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justice.  But there’s nothing wishy-washy or passive 

about peace and justice when Jesus gets involved.  

When Jesus healed the woman in the synagogue, when 

he released her from her bent-double-ness, and 

allowed her to stretch up to God so his image could be 

restored in her, Jesus courted controversy and stirred 

up trouble.  It’s no more than the prophet Isaiah had 

done when he told people to “refrain from trampling 

the Sabbath, from pursuing your own interests on 

[God’s] holy day.”  That is how you respond to the call 

to keep Sabbath. 

 

Isaiah says “remove . . . the pointing of the finger, the 

speaking of evil.”  Where does the finger point in our 

society? Of whom is evil spoken?  “Immigrants take all 

our jobs!”  “Refugees are given priority housing!”  

People who live in council houses are called CHAVS.  

Poor people are demonised.  Politicians are only 

interested in people whose lives fit their sanitised 

template of a hard working family.  Anybody else is 

bent double with the force of stigma.  Jesus healed the 

bent over woman.  He restored her health and her 

dignity.  The call to keep Sabbath, to ensure that 

everything and everybody is restored to fulfil their 

God-given potential requires us to court controversy 

and stir up trouble wherever we see the finger being 

pointed and evil being spoken about vulnerable and 

marginalised people.  Failure to do so will leave us 

spiritually bent double and unable to stretch up to be 

risen with Christ. 

 

Amen.       


