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Luke 13:10-17

Sermon on Woman with Infirmity for 18 years

By Fr. Terenti Wasielewski

    The Lukan gospel read today presents two revolutionary aspects that were in contempt of Jewish law.  The first is healing a woman who was infirm for several years.  Women in ancient and in contemporary Orthodox Judaism have no place in worship services.  Their place was in the home and to raise the children and to maintain household duties.  Prayer certainly was expected, but they played no role in the Temple or Synagogue services. The only role for women in Synagogues were observers, confined to the galleries. Male and female roles were clearly defined and in fact socialization between men and women was strictly forbidden outside the synagogue. Even today, certain sects have the genders segregated-- men socialize together and women likewise but never together.  Buses that carry Hasidic Jews to New York City from Spring Valley have men and women separated by a curtain. Even during special occasions like Orthodox Jewish weddings sexes are separated by a partition. 
    What is also revolutionary about Christ is that He has contact with a woman. He not only speaks to the woman, but he touches her and heals her. This action was considered a breach of Mosaic law and no doubt a reason for excommunication from the House of Israel.   

     However, for Christians we need to understand this action from a completely opposite understanding. The miracle produced on the Sabbath is a mini-Pascha. It is a mini-Pascha because just as Christ rose from the dead on the third day, the miracle in the gospel lesson is the same concept only on a smaller scale. What better way to reflect joy and rejoicing than to produce a miracle on the Day of the Lord that releases a woman from an eighteen-year-old infirmity.
    Christ changed the thinking of what the Sabbath is all about. It is not only a day of rest from work but a day of joy and rejoicing. A day of joy because he not only rose from the dead, but that we can enjoy a similar resurrection as well.  
    This gospel lesson poses an interesting question as to what is appropriate for us as Christians to do on the Sabbath. In ancient times, the Sabbath was a day when you would never do any work unless it was life threatening. The faithful Jew rested from all work and was only allowed to reflect on God the whole day, from sunset to sunset. 

     To the Christian, a similar approach of honoring the Sabbath was done until very recent times. Our parents and grandparents would not clean the house or wash clothes on Sunday. It never went to the extreme of Orthodox Jews, but nonetheless the Lord’s Day was respected. The day was reserved for church and after that a meal with the family often included visiting extended family members. Reading the bible on a Sunday afternoon was commonplace.

       Certainly, those who lived on farms kept up with the chores that involved animals, but the Sabbath was certainly taken very seriously and much was done to keep it a day to honor our Lord Jesus Christ. It is no secret, that what was understood a generation ago as the Sabbath has now become extinct. Blue laws have now been eradicated for the most part and it is now considered strange to set aside a day for the Lord. Now it is a day to venture out to the mall and spend the day purchasing material goods without any regard for the Day of Resurrection. If we turn on the TV, we go from one football game to the next. Even in an advanced world of 1000 channels of TV fare, perhaps five stations offer any kind of religious programming. Even those five stations would be questionable for an Orthodox to view, since it does not speak to our theology or worship.
    When we think about what direction our church is going and why there are empty pews, we can only point to the all of the things that pull people away from the church. It becomes an ardent task on the part of all of us in the church to not only be here for the church in all its glory, but to become missionary oriented to the unchurched. We need to be vigilant in bringing our family and relatives back to basics, just as our parents and grandparents did. We need to be a witness for our community in hopes of bringing a new generation of people into our fold. 
    I was reading an article by Deacon Nicholas Denysenko recently, who when he was a young altar boy asked his grandfather (who was a priest in the Ukrainian Church) why there are no people in church. His grandfather said it was because “people have too much kolbasi”. You see when people have enough comfort in life they don’t need God in their lives. He continues to say that if people were hungry, if their country was invaded by enemies, the churches would be packed like they were in the days when there was no kolbasi.—(Plekon, p. 58) This logic may be true to a certain extent, after all the hardships and suppression of the church ultimately preserved the church during Soviet rule. 
    Here in America, we can create a list of reasons why the churches are empty but the crux of the problem is that we lack the desire to be with God. We can blame this lack of desire on the distractions and choices we have in the material world, but unless this desire is instilled in our hearts and minds, we will not have the wherewithal to come to church and to be good Christians. 
