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There was once an American traveler who went on a safari in Kenya.  Having made all the necessary 

preparations, he set out, loaded down with maps, and timetables, and travel agendas.  Porters from a 

local tribe were carrying his cumbersome supplies, his personal luggage, and “essential stuff.”  On the 

first morning, everyone awoke early and traveled fast and went far into the bush.  On the second 

morning, they all woke very early and traveled very fast and went very far into the bush.  On the third 

morning, they all woke very early and traveled very fast and went even farther into the bush.  The 

American seemed pleased.  But on the fourth morning, the porters refused to move.  They simply sat by 

a tree.  Their behavior incensed the American.  “This is a waste of valuable time.  Can someone tell me 

what is going on here?”  The translator answered, “They are waiting for their souls to catch up with their 

bodies.” 

In the scripture readings this morning one word in particular occurs frequently. This word appears twice 

in the first reading from Isaiah, and five times in the gospel reading from Luke. That word is Sabbath. 

It’s a rich word in the Judeo-Christian tradition. It means things like, stop, rest, and liberation. It’s what 

those Kenyan porters needed; it is what many people today need as well.  

The passage from Isaiah is about the Sabbath. It comes from a time in the history of Israel when the 

people had returned from exile and were attempting to rebuild the city and the community. Isaiah offers 

a list of “if-then” statements, for example: great benefits will accrue to the people if they act justly and 

rebuild the city of Jerusalem on a foundation of justice. One vital behavior that demonstrates justice is 

keeping the Sabbath. In that world, keeping the Sabbath was above all, an expression of trust in God’s 

abundance. Therefore keeping the Sabbath means to refrain from commercial gain, “not going your own 

way, serving your own interests, or pursuing your own affairs.” And this is not just for one’s own sake, 

but for everyone. Honoring the Sabbath includes caring for those at the bottom of the social ladder.  

In the passage from Luke’s Gospel we find Jesus teaching in the synagogue on the Sabbath. There’s a 

woman there, so twisted and bent over that she cannot even look up. Jesus sees her, calls her over and 

says, “Woman, you’re free!” Jesus then lays his hands on her and suddenly she is standing straight and 

tall, giving glory to God.  

The synagogue leader is furious. He takes the scriptural laws about the Sabbath very seriously. On the 

surface, this story appears to be a conflict about conservative and liberal interpretations of the 4
th
 

commandment: Remember the Sabbath day, keep it holy. But it’s more than that. Jesus insists that 

beneath the surface of the commandment there is a deeper intention: the welfare of those in need.  

In the Bible there are two traditions regarding the Sabbath. One links the Sabbath to the first creation 

story in Genesis, where God rests after six days of work (Exodus 20). God rested, therefore so should 

we.  However, another tradition (Deuteronomy 5) connects the Sabbath to the story of the Exodus, the 

freeing of the people of Israel from slavery in Egypt. This other view connects Sabbath to freedom, to 

release and deliverance. It’s this tradition that Jesus is drawing on in healing the bent over woman.  
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“Look” says Jesus to leader of the synagogue and the congregation: “this poor woman has been held in 

bondage for eighteen long years. Not one minute longer shall she be bound; what this day is all about is 

freedom.” 

The Sabbath Day – whether it’s the Jewish Sabbath on Saturday or, for Christians, Sunday, the day 

when Jesus was raised from death to life, - is all about being set free from whatever enslaves us, raised 

up from whatever pushes us down. God’s intention toward all is for healing, liberation and release. Ours 

is a God who wants to set people free. 

How might we let the bent-over woman become everywoman and everyman for us today? What are the 

spirits that afflict us? The crippling spirits of our age are all about us: people are overworked/over-

informed/sleep deprived. Catchphrases like “24/7” and “lunch is for wimps” are apt summaries of the 

modern mentality. 

Sabbath offers an alternative – a word of freedom, of rest. It is a counter-cultural call to appreciate what 

is, and what God has done for us in Jesus Christ. Where have you seen God healing, saving, setting free? 

Look for God’s mighty acts in your own life.  Reach out to Jesus; he sees you, loves you, and offers 

healing, comfort and renewal. 

We come to church on Sunday for a number of reasons. Sometimes we come out of obligation, or 

custom – and there’s nothing wrong with that. But we can also think of Sunday as the day on which we 

remember all that God has done for us. God enters into our lives, healing, releasing, freeing - so that we 

might free others. Think also about coming to church for the sake of others. In our market-driven society 

people ask, “What can I get out of this?” Yet, we also go to church because of relationships, because 

someone in the congregation might need me. In fact, just by your presence in the pew you are an 

encouragement to the neighbor sitting nearby. How easy is that? 

Sunday is a special day, for our relationship with God and with each other. It is a day to realize our 

status as a child of God, both individually and corporately. Sunday by Sunday, together, as God’s people 

we call on God to be at work in, through and among us for the sake of this world which God loves so 

much. 

Keeping Sunday as a very special day, gives our souls time to catch up with our bodies.  

 


