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Luke 13:10-17 
 
When Jesus laid his hands on the woman who had been crippled for eighteen years, immediately 
she stood up straight and began praising God. 
 
Does anyone here like going to the dentist? Maybe a chosen few blessed with excellent genetics 
and disciplined hygiene. For most of us, a trip to the dentist is something to be endured.  After 
years of orthodontics and unpleasant experiences, leaning back in a chair with another person’s 
hand in my mouth, is one of the last places I want to be. And I’m going back tomorrow. 
 
A few months ago, I needed a tooth extracted. After all the usual forms, x-rays, and a 
fluorescent-lit waiting room, there I was leaning back in the familiar chair. The affable dentist in 
Squirrel Hill introduced himself and promptly told me we had two options. 1. He could tie a 
string to my tooth and tie the other end to the door and slam it… OR 2. He could simply yank it 
out with pliers. I immediately liked him and told him to make sure the knot was tight. 
 
Out of the corner of my left eye, I could see a massive and menacing syringe moving towards 
me. I could feel my heart rate quicken and beads of sweat form on my temples. Just before the 
shot arrived, something tickled the right side of my neck. It was unexpected and felt weird like a 
spider running around. The syringe appeared and spider scurried across my neck once again.   
 
Then the dentist told me we would wait a few minutes and then pull the tooth. I asked when he 
was finally going to give me the shot to numb the area. He told me he had already given me four 
and that was plenty.  I looked at the hygienist to my right and asked… did you touch me? She 
said, I tickled (hand motion) your shoulder just before the shot. It works every time… especially 
for little kids.  There is power in touch. 
 
In the Gospel, why did Jesus call the woman over to him? She had been crippled for eighteen 
years, bent over, and couldn’t stand up straight. One would think it would be slow and painful 
for her to make her way through the crowd.  Could he not be bothered to get up or was he 
insensitive? It was so he could touch her in front of everyone. There is power in touch. 
 
The woman, presumably, was not there to be healed but to worship and learn, like everyone else 
there. She did not asked to be healed. She did not demonstrate a remarkable faith, either. She was 
just a regular person going about her business and encountered God in the midst of it. 
 
When she came up front he said, “Woman, you are set free.” The word in Greek for “set free” 
(apoluo) can also be translated as “to loose” or “to unburden” or “to untie a knot.”  Then Jesus 
touched her. That was risky business. Unrelated men and women didn’t do that. Further, he 
might catch what she had, an evil spirit, and become ritually unclean. But there, in front of 
everyone, that is exactly what Jesus did. The touch of Jesus healed her. She was a child of God 
worthy of being set free.  Immediately, she stood up and began praising God.  
 



  

Note the first thing the leader of the synagogue did. He became indignant and tried to embarrass 
Jesus in front of the congregation. He didn’t even address Jesus but spoke to the crowds. That is 
called triangulation. He was looking for support to criticize Jesus and get the people on his side. 
Also note, the leader kept saying things to the crowd, as if repeating a criticism enough times 
makes it true. It doesn’t… in church or political life or anywhere else.  
 
The synagogue leader’s concern was that Jesus was working on the Sabbath day.  There were 
very precise laws or commandments that prohibited working on the Sabbath. It was to be a day 
of rest to praise God.  The leader’s argument was that Jesus’ healing of the woman constituted 
work. You can teach but you can’t heal. Therefore, Jesus broke the commandments and his 
teaching should be discredited. 
 
Jesus’ response was to call the leaders, hypocrites. A hypocrite, in the original sense, is an actor 
wearing a mask to play a role. In this case, it meant they looked the part but were missing the 
whole point of their faith. The Law, the commandments, are supposed to set people free, not tie 
them up in knots. Jesus did not reject his faith of Judaism. He was teaching from the Bible in the 
synagogue on the Sabbath day. He went there all the time. He wanted people to recognize 
themselves as the free people they were created to be, not crippled by the rules. 
 
Jesus then referenced those same Laws he was accused of breaking. He said, you would untie 
your ox or donkey to let it get a drink on the Sabbath day. He used the same verb for untie or free 
or loose or unburden as he did with the woman, not cure or heal. You would do that for your 
animal, yet you would let this woman, a person, continue to be bound in her suffering? He drove 
the point home by calling her a daughter of Abraham, meaning a Jew. You would show mercy to 
a donkey before you would for one of our own people who is suffering? Hypocrites. The woman 
was healed but, more importantly, she was set free for the first time in 18 years. Jesus healed her 
through the power of touch, an encounter, a connection of the holy and human. 
 
We also have the power of touch. It is one way we connect with other people. I mean this in the 
literal and figurative senses. Touch can be healing and liberating like Jesus offered. It can be 
comforting or painful in a dentist’s office. One small act can make a bad experience – not so bad. 
 
It is obvious the presence and touch of Christ healed the woman’s body and restored her to the 
community. The most crucial consequence is easy to miss. The action of Jesus also restored the 
woman’s power of touch. As someone who was ill, she would have been ritually unclean, 
disconnected from other people. Because of her illness, she could not touch anyone or they could 
become unclean. It was against the commandments… for eighteen years bound by her condition 
with limited human contact. The touch of Jesus put the power back in her hands. Jesus restored 
her ability to connect with other people. So she did the most natural thing in the world… she 
stood up straight and began praising God. 
 
A touch can he welcoming, surprising, loving… touch can be aggressive, inappropriate, 
rejecting… it can be reassuring, accepting, or healing. Touch can be used well or abused but 
having that power is part of what makes us human. It is a seemingly insignificant thing with 
great impact. How will you use it? That power for good… is in your hands. 


