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The Civil Rights March on Washington 50 Years Ago
Jesus was teaching in one of the synagogues one Sabbath.  It doesn’t matter where.  No need to point a finger. “Just then there appeared a woman with a spirit that had crippled her for eighteen years.”  How does a spirit cripple a woman? Could it have been arthritis or some sort of degenerative back condition?  Eighteen years is a long time.  A child grows to adulthood in eighteen years.  The crippling spirit showed itself in her bent back, bent so long she had lost the capacity to straighten it.  How does a spirit cripple a woman for eighteen years distorting her body so severely she cannot regain her posture?  What kind of spirit is this that has such power?  Are these spirits still operative?  
Jesus sees her, calls her over and tells her she is set free from her ailment.  She doesn’t ask to be healed. She doesn’t even know he is going to do it.  Jesus takes all the initiative and she is just there.  She has been a woman who had lost her ability to stand up for herself but Jesus lays his hands on her and immediately she stands up straight and begins praising God.  Passive no longer she straightens her back.  
What changed?  What happened that changes her behavior so that now she is able to claim her full stature and praise God?  Perhaps as the story develops it will give us a clue.  
“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 day and be cured and not on the Sabbath.’”  He seems to think it is sinful to heal on the Sabbath.  People should know better than to allow themselves to be healed on this holy day, set apart for rest and worship.  
Who is the leader of the synagogue blaming for the violation of religious law?  After all, we must find who is to blame!  
This reminds me of our conversation on Wednesday night where we discussed the Georgia school invasion where no one was killed by the despairing young man who laid down his gun when the black school bookkeeper, Antoinette Tuff, told him she understood his despair and had lived it and she loved him; calming him and soothing him like a child.  She didn’t ask who was to blame; she just loved him even though he had a gun and five hundred rounds of ammunition.  She is my hero and for me embodies a Jesus faith.   
The group then talked about the three teenagers in Oklahoma who drove up behind the 22 year old Australian jogger and shot him to death for no reason other than the thrill of killing and the catharsis of venting on a random victim using a lethal weapon.  Our group got stuck talking about who was to blame, the perpetrators or the culture of violence within which they lived.  But I ask, as followers of Jesus, is that the right question?  What would we think about if the issue of who is to blame were taken off the table?  What if, for followers of Jesus, the question centers on how to appropriately love the various actors in the drama?  How do we love angry young men, innocent children in need of protection, courageous staff willing to risk their lives and confused teenagers who have lost all sense of the value of human life because they have chosen to follow dark models of death rather than Jesus’ bright kingdom of heaven?  Jesus’ question is how do we love human’s in their brokenness and it took him to the cross and led to a way of being human that begins with forgiveness.  
We go back to our story.  The religious leader blames the woman for getting healed even though she did nothing to cause it!  Somehow she should not have come on the Sabbath with her bent back, causing Jesus to see her and respond with his characteristic compassion.  It’s her fault.  The leader, indignant with Jesus, blames the woman.  
Do you think this is the first time this woman has been blamed for things she didn’t do?  Does the synagogue leader appear happy that she has been set free from her ailment?  Is he trying to put her in her place so that things can return to normal in his world?  The religious leader takes on the weak one, the victim of oppression and adds another layer of condemnation.  She who has borne much must now bear more.  It’s the world’s way.  We have to sacrifice some for the good of the whole.  Right!  Some have to be at the bottom so others can be at the top.  Women have historically functioned as sink traps absorbing the gases of noxious relating released by their culture by suffering it themselves.  Blacks and Hispanics have similarly suffered and are suffering and that was the driver for King’s “I have a dream” speech 50 years ago.  
Could this provide insight on a spirit capable of crippling a woman for eighteen years?  Could it cripple a whole race or gender, or those of a particular sexual orientation?  What if that spirit were an attitude that the weak and vulnerable are always to blame and we keep them weak and vulnerable so that we can continue to blame them?  Maybe this woman lived in an environment where she received no support, was chronically devalued, and where all dysfunction was blamed on her.  She bore the weight of the failures in the whole system and this weight crushed her.  For eighteen years she had been bearing this weight and now finds herself unable to straighten.  She had forgotten how to feel normal.   Her body had given out and now she walks with a permanently bent-back until Jesus sees her.  Jesus, knowing her discouragement, takes the initiative for she has lost her capacity to value herself and act on her own behalf.  Similarly, the March on Washington fifty years ago expressed an awakening among people touched by Jesus and was led by one of his most faithful non-violent followers. 
Jesus won’t allow the religious leader and those he represents to victimize this woman yet again.  He takes the side of the innocent one being blamed and in so doing models for us who we stand with in our cultural wars.  Our text says, “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?’”  
In the New Testament Satan is always the accuser, the finger pointer, the human prosecutor.  This woman has been at the wrong end of the accusing finger for eighteen years and it has crushed her with its weight but she too is a daughter of Abraham and of the same value as the rest of them.  There is no difference between her and them.  The difference they see is the impact of their accusing finger on her soul and body but Jesus has set her free from their bondage.  She belongs to him now and he will not allow her to be pushed back into her old shape.
“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.”  Jesus’ opponents wanted those at the wrong end of the accusing finger to remain there.  For them it was a better world that way.  The channels for the sludge they all generated drained into the swamp they called the weak, the poor, the women, the disabled, the minority, and the rejected outsider.  But Jesus had just exposed their move and put them to shame in front of the entire crowd who rejoiced.  The crowd had eyes that saw from below, they knew the accusing moves and how everything was set up to keep them where they were.  They knew the channels of sludge almost always drain away from those who have power and toward those who have none, engulfing them in its back-bending stickiness.  They rejoice because now they know Jesus sees this and understands them and has begun the movement that will eventually set them free.  In the hope they feel they are set free already.  That movement continues and yesterday thousands joined it, remembering the Civil Rights March on Washington 50 years ago.  Let us rejoice in all the wonderful things Jesus is doing.
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