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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."   How many of us have known someone like this? Not someone with a physical handicap so much as someone who has as a result of one misfortune or another, one fear or trauma or another, has become so grippingly disenchanted with life, so bitter and angry and filled with self-pity, that they really do seem crippled? 
There is a story I remember reading once, though I can't for the life of me remember where, which featured such a person. In it, the author's mother is lying prone in an ambulance, dying.  She has had a hard life, and she has made her son's life hard as well.  When, in his love for her, her son points out the beauty of the trees along the road outside, she responds by turning her head away from them and hissing: "I'm sick of them, I'm sick of trees." These turn out to be the last words she says.  

I don't remember where I read that story, as I've said.  The story itself has stuck with me though because it is such a powerful example of what Jesus here calls being bound by Satan, which is just another way of saying, I think, being tied up by isolation and fear and rage turned inwards, against the self.

It's important to remember, of course, that we don't know how old the woman is in our gospel story today. Is she herself eighteen and was she crippled from birth from lack of good-enough love from her parents, or worse? Or did she start to wither once she moved away from her family of origin and began perhaps a different kind of life as an adult?  Did she make choices when she was herself a young mother which might have led her to less and less life, rather than more and more? Or is she, in fact, a much older woman, afflicted these past eighteen years primarily by the isolation and poverty of widowhood? We are not told.  And so we do not know. And that is the point, of course, because this woman represents every one of us I believe.  Sure, sure, we most of us gathered here might look less misshapen than she, but none of us escapes from being bound like her to one degree or another in this life. 

The question then becomes: what binds you?  What ties you up into hunched over knots and keeps you separate from the love of God and of others? Is it addiction -- to drugs or alcohol or sex or work?  Is it fear of the future or rage at the past?  Is it bitterness or shame? Or is it some kind of mixture of all these things? A knot so tight it's become hard to name over the years.  Whatever it is, the message in our gospel today is that love is stronger.  Love loosens our bonds as surely as Jesus frees the crippled woman in the synagogue. 
But how and under what circumstances can this healing actually happen?  Well, there are two important elements in today's story of healing that might give us an idea. The first is that underneath the woman's stooped refusal to claim her share of the gifts of this world, there lurks a well buried, probably unnamed longing for wholeness.  She was in the synagogue on the Sabbath after all.    Perhaps, you'll say, she is there only to beg, or to get something for free. Perhaps her conscious mind is even cursing the whole project, but the undeniable fact is that she is there. And by being there, with her community as they gather to pray, she is – perhaps despite herself – saying yes to an unnamed desire that is deep inside her – a desire for her own healing.  A desire for life. 

 

This is true for every one of us here today as well -- and for everyone we know, as well.  However overriding our fear, or shame, or brokenness can sometimes feel, there remains, always, this quiet and steadfast desire for healing deep within us. All we need do is give it a little space, a little air, and it will begin to ignite, like a fire.  Like flame.  So this is the first thing: whether she knew it or not, the woman bound for eighteen long years, longs in Jesus words to "be set free from her bondage." It might not be visible – even to her – but it is that longing that has brought her to the synagogue. It is that longing that allows her to follow her desire. And it is therefore that longing which leads to her healing. This longing is, Jesus tells us ‘of God’ and we are each of us holders of it, deep in our hearts.  
The second point is this:  That unlike many people we hear about in the gospels, this woman is healed without the slightest conscious acknowledgement of Jesus' power – let alone his divinity.  She doesn't even see him!  How can she? "She was bent over and was quite unable to stand up straight," the text says, as if in her bondage she has drawn the blinds down close and burrowed into her our own pain in order to make sure that --  like the dying woman in the ambulance -- she sees nothing.  But Jesus who is love was right there, nonetheless; out of sight, but close. Not only in our gospel story, but in the ambulance as well.  God’s grace was in the trees first of all. And it was in the hands and the strong backs of the EMS workers who were caring for her, and it was most assuredly in the love of her son who watched and listened to her with such grace filled and forgiving attention.  If only she could have dared to let it in. If only she could have dared see!
So how might God's healing love touch you today? Right now. And right now.  And right now as well.  
God doesn’t require us to know the name of that which heals us. Or to sign up to any particular set of beliefs. Not really. In fact all that can get in the way sometimes, as it does so clearly for the priest in the synagogue that long ago day.  No. We don’t need to sign up for a whole lot of regulations or religious formulas in order to be healed.  All we need to do is give a tiny bit of space to that part of us which believes that healing is possible, and which longs for it.  And then of course we need to be willing to say yes to that healing  – in whatever form it comes. However unlikely it might seem.
Brokenness and wholeness, bondage and freedom. These things mean different things to different people. And we none of us can know, let alone judge, what it means even to those closest to us in the world.  But we can all of us, every single one of us, choose freedom and healing in the moment – even if  -- perhaps especially if -- we didn't know to call it freedom the moment before it appeared in our lives. Like the woman in our story, who hobbled over to the young stranger when he called, and then responded to his welcome and his love by daring to stand again, and breathe.  And that other woman? The one in the ambulance racing along to her death?  Many of us here today believe that once she died she entered a joy beyond our imagination. And that’s great and that’s wonderful, and that’s the way that God works.  But just think how much of that same joy could have been hers even in those last few moments on the road if she’d only dared say yes to it: ‘Yes’ to the promise of life and death and rebirth in the trees, and ‘Yes’ to love in the here and now through the presence of her son, still with her, even after all they might have done to each other over the years. ‘Yes’ to the care of those professionals who had gone to collect her from her house and even to the speed the ambulance driver was employing just for her. Just for her.  
And here’s the thing: if this is true, if the power to heal was present even in that ambulance as a bitter old woman raced to her death,  then isn’t it likely true that it’s everywhere? 
My invitation to you today then is to side with the still small voice inside of you that already knows, and to take the chance and  say ‘Yes’ to at least some of the myriad unexpected ways that healing is offered to you each day.  We are all bound and hunched and afraid and this means that we can all be UNbound and enlarged and brought peace.  All we need do is accept it.
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