
 
 
 
Readings: Isaiah 58.9b-end; Hebrews 12.18-end: Luke 13.10-17 
 
I, like many of you I expect, find it quite hard to believe in miracles - if by miracles you mean those 
moments of magic people describe where through the intervention of prayer an astonishing healing 
or event takes place: someone is miraculously cured of cancer and the doctors cannot explain it, 
someone who is paralysed suddenly stands up and walks,  or someone survives miraculously against 
the odds when everyone else is killed in a disaster and this is seen as an act of God, and an answer to 
prayer.  I am not doubting that these things can sometimes happen but for me the problem with 
those kinds of miracle is all those who don’t get them.  It seems almost random and unfair that God 
should intervene in a very direct and miraculous way for one person and not for another.  If God 
was going to intervene in this kind of direct supernatural way, why does he not cure the cancer of 
someone you love?  On a larger scale why did he not stop those trains taking the Jews to Auschwitz 
for they must have prayed constantly for liberation too?  Why does he not stop women and children 
dying in Syria?  Some may say that we need to have faith in order to be healed.  But why should one 
be saved while others die?  If you were a loving parent would you just save one of your children if 
three of them were in pain - wouldn’t you want the miracle for them all?  And if we as Christians are 
meant to believe in miracles why did Jesus himself reject the temptation to turn stones into bread or 
to jump off the pinnacle of the tallest temple to prove the angels would protect him? 
 
So how can we understand the miracles that Jesus worked, like the miracle in today’s Gospel?  
Yesterday I spoke on the phone to someone who like the woman in the story has spent more than 
eighteen years of her life very physically disabled and coping with a lot of pain. “How do you 
understand this miracle of a crippled woman being healed after 18 years?” I asked.  She said that 
she found it incredibly hard at first, that to begin she felt that she did not deserve to be healed and 
then she got angry with God, and then she lost her faith completely.  “What about now?” I asked.  
 
“Now,” she said, “I have begun to realise there is a difference between being cured and being healed 
and that although I may never be physically cured I have, and am continuing to be, healed by God.” 
 
“What’s the difference?” I asked her.  
 
“To be cured involves only our bodies and they are mortal and do break down - and all of us will 
eventually die. But God’s miracle of healing is about the soul - the life of the Spirit. This healing of 
the soul is like a spiritual unfolding.  It often takes time, it takes courage, it involves opening up.” 
 
I write down the words she has used, unfolding, courage, opening up - these words all seem to apply 
to the woman we have read about in today’s Gospel.  They also can apply even to someone in 
extreme suffering like Auschwitz or in our time Syria: I think of the amazing writing of woman like 
Marie Colvin reporting from Syria –or Etty Hillesum during the Holocaust.  At the Jewish transit 
camp in Westerbork shortly before she perished in Auschwitz,  Etty was still recording in the 
miracles of God. This is what she wrote: 
 

The misery here is quite terrible, and yet late at night when the day has slunk away into the 
depths behind me, I often walk with a spring in my step along the barbed wire. And then, 
time and again , it soars straight from my heart, I can’t help it, that’s just the way it is, like 

The Thirteenth Sunday after Trinity 
25 August 2013 

 
Stand Up 
 

A sermon by the Revd Richard Carter 



some elementary force - the feeling that life is glorious and magnificent and that one day we 
shall be building a whole new world.  
 

What I love about Etty’s recognition of miracle is that it is not an escape from the world, it is not the 
magic of a never-never  land, it is very much of the stuff of this world. It is miracle made flesh with 
all the struggle and all the pain - that makes the wonder real. The miracle is that the miracle is 
present in the world as it is. The miracles of Jesus I believe are like this.  This is what Jeffrey John 
writes in his helpful book “The Meaning in the Miracles”: 
 

“If Jesus opened the eyes of a blind man, unstopped the ears of the deaf, loosed the tongue of 
a stammerer, so how can it help me? But if I find that his Spirit is still present and powerful 
enough to break down my own blinkered selfishness and make me see deep truths about 
God, myself and the world; or if he can overcome my stupid prejudices and fears and 
challenge me to change my self-protecting hardened heart and open up in love to him and 
others;  or if he can overcome my crippling self-enclosure and inability to relate to others, 
thus enabling me to speak the truth he has shown me, then I too have been miraculously 
healed, and know what it means to be restored to fullness of life.” 
 

The miracle described in today’s Gospel speaks a truth far beyond its immediate time or context.  It 
is a miracle not just for that one woman then but for all of us who see and believe.  This story only 
appears in Luke.  Notice the transformative role women play throughout the Gospel of Luke. They 
are so often the disciples and followers in whom the promises of Christ are revealed.  This story is a 
story of human liberation. This woman at the beginning of the story is bent over, literally bowed 
down by eighteen years of oppression.  There is a very strong sense here of the way we are cowed by 
suffering, carry it on our shoulders.  This woman like so many of those who Jesus cures is at the 
bottom of the pile, so  overlooked that she can no longer even look up -  like the leper, the 
Samaritans, the sinners, the tax collectors, she represents one of the excluded.  It is significant that 
she meets Jesus on the edge of the synagogue on the Sabbath, the place of male patriarchy and 
religious power. Notice the way Jesus calls her over from the margins to take the central stage.  He 
calls her into the centre.  And his first words are words of freedom: “You are set free” like a slave 
being released from servitude.  Then he lays hands on her.  There is this wonderful sense of touch in 
Jesus’s miracles, for those who have been in so many ways as untouchable.  The miracle is a call into 
relationship and connectedness.  There is a powerful tenderness here that breaks the taboo of 
exclusion.  He names her a daughter of Abraham and he goes onto advocate for her as the religious 
authorities seek to condemn this act of liberation because it has taken place on the Sabbath.  Notice 
the way it is organised religion which instead of celebrating the miracle of new life and 
transformation is threatened by it.  Sadly how true that is still today.  The church as institution 
wanting to hold onto its hierarchy and control rather than recognising the signs of God’s grace at 
work in its very midst. The pattern is familiar in the liberation struggle and be it the inclusion of 
gentiles, or the struggle to end slavery, or to fully include those of different race, or gender, or 
sexuality, it is still the religious hierarchy that is often heard condemning and fearful of the miracle 
taking place in their midst.  “You hypocrites!” says Jesus.  We are often much more polite!  Walter 
Wink writes: 
 

By healing this woman on the Sabbath Jesus restored the Sabbath to its original meaning of 
healing from bondage… by placing her in the middle of the synagogue, Jesus challenged the 
male monopoly on the means of grace and access to God.  Jesus liberated her from 
domination, whose driving force is Satan. This tiny drama takes on world historic 
proportions: Jesus released her from the encompassing network of patriarchy, male religious 
elitism, and the taboos fashioned to disadvantage, some in order to preserve the advantage of 
others.  For her to stand erect in a male religious space represents far more than a healing.  It 
reveals the dawn of a whole new religious order. 
 



I began by saying I found it difficult to believe in miracles.  But I do believe in the miracles of Christ 
and again and again have witnessed them.  Christ shows something very different.  He shows a 
woman no longer cowed by oppression but standing up and by her very being becoming the true 
witness of God’s covenant of grace.  And these words and the healing touch of Christ are not just for 
her, but for each one of us, because all can be the oppressed- bent over ourselves trapped by the 
burdens and prejudices which prevent us becoming true son and daughters of Abraham.  And make 
no mistake we too can become the oppressors - the hypocrites - who because of fear or the desire to 
control or contain fail to recognise the life of God in others. The true miracle, as my friend said on 
the phone, is not a superficial cure but the healing of the human soul. 
 
I want to leave you with a final story. My mother suffers from arthritis of the spine. Like a lot of 
people she lives with pain and declining mobility.  There has been no miraculous cure.  And it is 
hard to see someone you love struggling with pain.  Last week she moved from Dorset where she has 
lived for more than 20 years to be nearer all of her children in London.  It was an incredibly hard 
and brave decision to make because she loved her home in Dorset and her many friends deeply.   
After the removal men had cleared the house and a succession of friends had come in to say 
goodbye she sat in the last remaining garden chair and then slowly and with difficulty stood up 
straight and left without looking back.  As the car left her home behind, she shed some tears and 
then stopped.  Reaching her new house she stood up in the midst of the chaos of the removal and 
said bravely “Richard isn’t this going to be a lovely house, it just seems right somehow… right 
already.”  I am aware of another miracle taking place, a miracle perhaps not as astonishing as the 
woman in the Gospel story, but for my mother and family equally important.  A miracle which says 
with the help of God I will, which gives us the strength to stand up and with dignity and hope move 
on and embrace an unknown future.  Embrace the future in the miraculous knowledge that God’s 
grace goes with us.  And I am aware of the miraculous power of prayer and the simple touch of the 
God of love. 


