
 

 

Over the weekend I listened to a podcast on civil justice and how the system works out 

for people. (But don’t worry, I also played a game called Sparkle Kitty; I do have some 

balance in my life.) The podcast was an interview with a woman who researches all this 

civil justice stuff, and one of things she researches is the question of why some people 

don’t seek out legal help when they’re being hit with a civil injustice, when they’re 

being wronged; why some people don’t even realize the bad situation they’re in is 

something that can be made better for them through the legal system.  

 

So, for example, she talks with people who are getting paid by the hour, but their 

employer isn’t paying them for their overtime work. Lawyers would call that “wage 

theft.” But that’s not a how a lot of the people see it. A lot of people stuck in that kind of 

situation describe it as either “bad luck” or – listen to this – “God’s will for me.”1 

 

“God’s will for me.” They have this sense that the unfair situation they’re stuck in – 

well, that’s just the way things have to be, and God’s good with it. Maybe God even 

wants it to be that way. 

 

Can you imagine believing it’s God’s will for you to be in an awful situation? 

 

I’m sure we all think something like that sometimes in our lives, and I think there’s a 

healthy way that a thought kind of like that can be part of living our life in a trusting 

relationship with God. So, like when a tragedy happens in our family, and we have no 

control over what’s happening…surrendering our situation to God may not only be a 

faithful thing to do, but also a good thing for us to do. It’s like praying, “God, I have no 

idea why this awful thing is happening. And God, I really hate it. But I still trust that you 

are here with us, and I know I can trust this situation and our future to you. ‘Even though 

I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me’” (Psalm 23:4). 

 

But what about when our bad situation can be changed? 

 

What if God wants our bad situation to be changed? 

 

So I think of those people who aren’t being fairly or even legally paid for their work and 

all the ways it affects their lives. Maybe feeling resentful or angry at work – or, maybe 

instead feeling like they deserve to earn less, anyway. Feeling stressed out every month 

about how they’re going to pay the bills.   

 
1 “Lawyers, Who Needs ‘Em?”, an interview with Rebecca Sandefur by Dahlai Lithwick on Amicus, (podcast: Slate, 17 8  

2019). Available online: https://slate.com/podcasts/amicus/2019/08/amicus-talks-to-rebecca-sandefur-on-the-civil-legal-

system-inequality-access-to-justice-and-whether-lawyers-are-always-the-answer This part of the interview occurs 

around the 10 min mark. 
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All that mental and spiritual weight to carry, thinking that it’s the way it has to be, 

thinking that it’s God’s will -- even though our laws say it should be different, and even 

though God’s Word says it should be different. Leviticus says, “You shall not defraud 

your neighbor; you shall not steal; and you shall not keep for yourself the wages of a 

laborer until morning” (Lev. 19:13).  And through the Bible God constantly reminds 

employers to treat their workers well, and God constantly reminds all of us to treat each 

other well and to care for those of us who are in need. 

 

So these people are trying to be faithful, right? Believing what’s happening in their lives 

is God’s will, trusting God even when things aren’t going well. But I have to wonder if 

maybe, sometimes, they start to harbor some resentment of God for what God is putting 

them through – I know I give in to that, sometimes, when things are hard in my life. But 

all the while, God actually wants things to change for them. They might be trying so 

hard to be faithful and obedient that they miss hearing what God is saying. 

 

And that leads me to think of the woman in today’s gospel story, the woman who hadn’t 

been able to stand up straight for 18 years. She came to the synagogue on the sabbath, so 

I think it’s safe to assume that she was a faithful, active Jew. But we have to imagine 

how she may have felt about having her back problems for 18 years. How did it disrupt 

her life? Was she in pain all the time? And did she think all of that was God’s will? If 

she did think that, was that thought a source of comfort for her, or did she sometimes 

feel angry at God for the hardships in her life? 

 

Jesus was teaching in the synagogue when his eyes fell upon this woman, and he felt 

such compassion for her that he called her over, and he said, “Woman, you are free from 

your ailment,” laid his hands on her, and she immediately stood up straight.  And the 

woman burst into praise to God. She was overjoyed! She was so thankful, she could cry! 

Her whole life had changed! She was free! And can’t you imagine Jesus smiling as the 

woman rejoiced? Can’t you imagine the whole crowd of people praising God for healing 

this woman right in front of their eyes? 

 

But as the people celebrated, the voice of the synagogue leader cut in, and he 

reprimanded: “There are six days on which work ought to be done; come on those days 

and be cured, and not on the sabbath day.” I can almost feel the excitement draining 

from the crowd when I read those words. And I wonder what the woman felt when her 

religious leader – someone who’s, like, both council president and pastor – cut off her 

rejoicing to point out to the whole crowd that she had been part of breaking God’s law 

by getting healed on the sabbath. It breaks my heart to think about it. 

 

Of course that leader was trying to be faithful to God’s law, and to lead God’s people 

faithfully. He had spent his life teaching that God’s people should not do any work on 



the sabbath. So he reminded his people that this woman should have waited until another 

day to be healed. And he implied that Jesus should have waited until another day to heal 

her. After all, her body had been bent over for 18 years – what was one more day, 

especially when it was the faithful, obedient thing to do? 

 

But in Jesus’s eyes, this leader was missing the heart of God’s law.  

 

At first it might seem like Jesus is just outright breaking the law, being a little rebellious. 

That was clearly what it looked like to the synagogue leader, and we Christians 

sometimes think that Jesus threw out all the Old Testament laws and replaced them with 

grace. But what Jesus himself said was: “Do not think that I have come to abolish the 

law or the prophets; I have come not to abolish, but to fulfill. For truly I tell you, until 

heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a letter, will pass from the 

law until all is accomplished.” (Matt. 5:17-18). So even in stories like these, where all 

the religious leaders accused Jesus of breaking the law, we can look more closely and 

see that Jesus was actually trying to defend the true purpose of God’s law. 

 

It might help to remember that Jesus was not always going around breaking laws. In 

some cases, he actually pulled the law a little tighter, interpreted it more strictly. 

Remember that whole section in the Sermon on the Mount when Jesus said things like:  

 

“You have heard it said… ‘You shall not murder’...but I say to you that if you are angry 

with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment; if you insult a brother or sister, 

you will be liable to the council...” (Matt. 5:21-22). 

 

The times when Jesus seemed to be tightening the law and the times when Jesus seemed 

to be breaking the law have something in common: Jesus put God’s love for people at 

the center of his understanding of the law, and believed that God’s love calls us to love 

one another, too. 

 

It’s like: just holding back from killing one another isn’t enough; we should also be 

treating one another kindly. And obeying the sabbath law should not get in the way of 

God saving us, or of us participating in God’s work of salvation. 

 

It’s like something I read this week: “We should not be more loyal to an idea, a doctrine, 

or an interpretation of a Bible verse than we are to people.”2 Other people are not just 

elements in a legal formula, but most importantly they are beloved children of God. And 

so are we. 

 

 
2 Nadia Bolz-Weber, Shameless: A Sexual Reformation, (New York: Convergent Books, 2019),  p. 11. 



Which also reminds me of the way Jesus summed up the whole law: “You shall love the 

Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind...You 

shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Matt. 22:37-39).  

 

Today, where does the Church lose sight of the heart of God’s law in our attempt to be 

faithful and obedient? How do we, individually, put the wrong emphasis on God’s will? 

Do we sometimes try so hard to be faithful, that we accidentally end up kind of standing 

between God’s grace and another person – or between God’s grace and ourselves? 

 

As far as I know God hasn’t given anyone in this room the power to just reach out and 

heal someone’s body with a touch. But God has given each of us other gifts which we 

can use to help heal people in ways that might feel miraculous to them. 

 

Think of the gift of forgiveness to those who are wallowing in guilt and feel cut off from 

their community. 

 

Think of the gift of being made welcome to those who are used to being rejected. 

 

Think of the gift of food and shelter to those who have no idea where their next meal is 

coming from, or how they’re going to get through the night. 

 

Think of the gift of listening and understanding to those who are used to being 

misunderstood. 

 

Think of the gift of really hearing God’s grace for the first time. Or even the hundredth 

time (I know I need to hear it again and again). 

 

There are so many ways that God can use us work healing miracles in other people’s 

lives, any day of the week, even when it goes against what’s usual or expected. And 

there are so many ways God can reach out to us, in whatever situation we’re in, even 

when we feel helpless, even when we feel we don’t deserve it.  

 

May God open our eyes to see the people around us who are in need of healing. And 

May God open our hearts to the opportunities for ourselves to be healed, too. 
 


