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 When I was college there was a statue outside my dorm that I walked past 

every day. And not just once day. I walked by it all the time; when I was going to 

breakfast, lunch, and dinner. I walked by it when I was going to class & returning 

from class. I walked by it when I was just going for a walk. But it was at least 2 or 

3 years before I actually paid attention. It was at least a couple of years before I 

actually bothered to figure out who it was or why it was there. If someone had 

asked me at the time I probably would have said that I didn't pay very much 

attention because it was depressing & bleak; especially on a college campus like 

ours, with so much beautiful statuary and architecture. In that kind of environment, 

why would I stop to look at a statue of some poor, “bedraggled figure”  who was 1

simply an icon of suffering & pain? 

 Eventually, by my senior year, I learned that the figure in that statue outside 

my dorm was the prophet Jeremiah. In case you don’t konw, Jeremiah was one of 

those “loud Old Testament prophet[s] whose ministry” - and whose life! - was 

characterized by a litany of disappointment, suffering, & pain.  The focal point of 2

the statue that made it so unpleasant; the part that made it hard to look at was a 

large, iron yoke (a massive triangle) mounted on the back of his shoulders; a yoke 

that was hugely disproportionate to his tiny arms & his spindly legs. It was “the 

iron yoke God commanded Jeremiah to carry in the streets of Jerusalem as a cruel 

 http://news.nd.edu/news/8670-ottorsquos-ldquojeremiahrdquo-and-our-own/1

 Ibid.2



Rev. Eric Hillegas        Year C, Proper 16 2016 
St. Chrysostom’s, Quincy 

… reminder that [Jerusalem’s] inhabitants” were going to have to “submit to the 

conquest of Babylon.”  The burden of Jeremiah’s yoke in that statue was so 3

oppressive that all he could do was stare at the ground. And the statue was so bleak 

that most of us bystanders simply preferred to pass it by. 

 Who wants to look at an icon of suffering? In the best of times, it can feel 

irrelevant. In the worst of times, an icon of suffering can almost feel like a slap in 

the face; a cruel reminder of all those moments we feel abandoned by the God of 

our faith. Who wants to look at a picture of that?  

 In today’s Gospel: 

Jesus, was teaching in one of the synagogues on the sabbath. And just then 

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. (Lk. 13:10–11) 
Who wants to look at a picture of suffering & pain? In today’s Gospel Jesus 

himself is the one who invites us to stop & look. He invites us to behold the 

people, the places, & the icons of suffering in our midst; both the suffering around 

us & also the suffering within us. According to one theologian, “With that woman 

there comes into the synagogue [exactly] what we religious folk often try to 

forget.” In her own body she brings, “the reality of the power of evil, the reality of 

human suffering.”  She’s an icon of all the suffering that we cannot fix or make it 4

go away. 
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 So it’s especially significant that Jesus himself is the one who invites 

everyone to stop & to look. It’s significant that Jesus is the one who sees her. Jesus 

is the one that calls her (Lk. 13.12). It’s one of those Gospel moments where this 

woman is actually the exception to the rule. Most of the time in the Gospels other 

people see Jesus & call him. Whether it’s a leper in the wilderness, a synagogue 

ruler with a sick girl, or thousands of bystanders who see Jesus get into a boat and 

go running along the shore to chase him down. Usually other people are after him. 

But today, Jesus sees her. He calls her. And he speaks to her. 

 In the traditional language of the King James Bible, the phrase he uses is, 

“Woman thou art loosed.” Like so many passages in the King James, it’s a poetic 

and powerful rendering of Jesus’ words. In fact that phrase is so good that it was 

recently used as the title of a bestselling book (& movie) by one of America’s more 

popular preachers because he described this phrase from Jesus as the key to 

“healing [any] wounds of [our] past.”  Woman thou art loosed.  5

 These words of healing are meant to heal. The woman’s crippling “spirit” is 

better translated as a “condition of weakness” that may have been caused by any 

number of physical, spiritual, social, or emotional wounds. Whatever the cause, 

over the course of those 18 years her physical condition came to mirror the 

spiritual & emotional torment of her soul. And Jesus speaks words of release. Thou 

art loosed. And we don’t have to look far to realize these are the same words Jesus 
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used in his first sermon back at Nazareth when he announced that he’d been sent 

“to proclaim release to the captive, and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the 

oppressed go free,” (Lk. 4.18). Thou are loosed.  

 These healing words continue a ministry of liberation that Jesus proclaimed 

from the beginning. And today we’re invited to hear these words & to put 

ourselves in the place of this woman; this woman who was carrying a burden so 

large that she was almost unbearable to look at; a burden that seemed so 

disproportionate to her frame; a burden that was weighing her down so much that 

she couldn’t even stand up straight. We’re invited to put ourselves in her place; to 

recognize any area of pain or suffering in our our lives - both around us & within 

us - and to listen for the words of Jesus that set us free: thou are loosed.  

 And if we do; if we put ourselves in the place of this woman, if we listen for 

the liberating words of Jesus, that’s when the Gospel becomes most meaningful for 

our lives. But it’s also the place where our faith becomes most difficult & 

challenging too. Because if we listen & believe that the God of our faith declares 

liberation from all the suffering in our lives - then why do we still suffer so much? 

 That’s the rub. It’s one of the questions we wrestle with. And it’s the same 

question in our first reading from Isaiah. The people listening to the prophet Isaiah 

were wrestling with the same question. They’re wrestling with the promise of 

God’s liberation. Because centuries before Jesus the people in our first reading had 

already been “loosed” and restored from their captivity in Babylon. They’d already 
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been “loosed” to return & rebuild their lives. But even after their liberation they 

discover that their lives were still filled with struggle & difficulty, suffering & pain. 

Even their small victories, like rebuilding the temple; even those victories bring 

tears of sorrow because the new temple was so bedraggled & pathetic compared to 

their former glory.  

 Here’s what the prophet Isaiah says to the people who’ve already been 

“loosed” from oppression only to find they’re still suffering every day. In the midst 

of their suffering, Isaiah tells them to wrestle with that question by relieving the 

suffering of others. In the midst of their own suffering he says to become people of 

liberation themselves. He says, “remove the yoke from among you”; remove the 

“yoke” of injustice & greed. He says even to remove the “yoke” of indifference for 

all those unlovely people they’d rather not see (Isa. 58:6-7).  

 One of the invitations for God’s people in the midst of our suffering is 

always to become a community that relieves the suffering of others. That’s how we 

wrestle with the promise of our own liberation. We do it by liberating others in 

need. We do it by removing the yoke of any greed or injustice, any oppression or 

indifference, any gossip or selfish complaints. We do it by worrying less about our 

own interests, and working more to pursue God’s interests of mercy, compassion & 

peace. We do it by becoming the body of Jesus for the world.  

 Look back at the Gospel story. It’s not just the words of Jesus this woman 

receives. She also receives the touch of Jesus; the hands of Jesus. After saying 
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Woman thou are loosed, Luke goes out of his way to tell us that Jesus laid hands on 

her - and immediately she stood up (Lk. 13.13). In the ancient world, laying hands 

was a gesture of transfer. If someone was making a sacrifice or an oath or a gift of 

property they would lay hands on a person, an animal, or an object as a sign of 

transfer. Think of the great Day of Atonement in ancient Israel when the high priest 

would lay hands on a scapegoat, symbolically transferring the sins of the people, 

before casting that goat into the wilderness. 

 The same kind of transfer is happening here in the Gospel. “By placing his 

hands on her, Jesus transfers his [life] to … [replace] her weakness.”  That action 6

of Jesus becomes a model for us too. Because we believe that kind of transfer 

happens every Sunday in our worship. We not only hear the words of Jesus in our 

Scripture,  prayer & song. We also receive the touch of Jesus through his body in 

the Eucharist - and in this community called the church. We’re invited to become a 

community who relieves the suffering of others. It doesn’t matter how big or how 

small our acts of mercy & generosity happen to be. Because as long as we’re 

offering our mercy & compassion on behalf of Jesus, he can use anything great or 

small to “to proclaim release to the captive, and recovery of sight to the blind, to 

let the oppressed go free,” (Lk. 4.18). 

 We’re invited to become people of liberation, and the body of Jesus for the 

world. So today I’ll close today by inviting us to make the following prayer our 

 Robert H. Gundry, NT Commentary6
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mission and our response to any suffering, any pain, or any need: 

The Prayer of St. Francis 

Lord, make us instruments of your peace. Where there is hatred, let us sow love; 

where there is injury, pardon; where there is discord, union; where there is doubt, 

faith; where there is despair, hope… Grant that we may not so much seek to be 

consoled as to console; to be understood as to understand; to be loved as to love. 

For it is in giving that we receive; it is in pardoning that we are pardoned; and it is 

in dying that we are born to eternal life. Amen. 


