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We are told that a woman in today’s Gospel suffered from an illness which caused her body to
be completely bent over. Imagine suffering with such an affliction for eighteen years. Imagine
trying to live your life bent over to the ground and trying to perform the ordinary daily tasks that
we take for granted, such as putting on your clothes, cooking, cleaning, or even just looking at
someone while we speak with them. Being bent over made these simple tasks very difficult.
Throughout her ordeal the woman maintained her patience and faith in God, despite her
extreme suffering. We know this because in today’s Gospel we see her in the synagogue. Her
patience and faith does not go unrewarded. In the synagogue she encounters our Lord Jesus
Christ, who frees her from her infirmity.

In life we all carry various burdens which bend us over, cause us suffering, and make our
lives difficult. Today | would like to examine the burden which can emanate from our
interrelationship with others. Relationships, of course, can bring us joy and happiness. On the
other hand, relationships can also sometimes bring us pain and suffering. Maintaining good
relationships takes work, despite our love and good intentions. Our relationships with others
can sometimes be so heavy that they bend us over to the ground and make life difficult for us.
In these cases, how can we cope and patiently deal with these relationships, and also still
maintain a good and cheerful spirit? What is the best way to react, with God’s help, to relieve
and ease these burdens? For example, the relationship might be between a husband and a
wife, a parent and a child, or an employer and an employee. Relationships can have a severe
impact on our lives in a positive or negative way. Most of our Lord’s preaching actually
concerns either our relationship with God or our relationship with our neighbors, the people
around us with whom we come into contact on a frequent basis. Our relationship with God
and our neighbor are interrelated and dependent upon each other.1

There are two ways that we can respond when we are tempted in our relationships to feel
angry, frustrated, humiliated, afraid, or hopeless. We can be what is known as a “learner,’ or
we can be a “judger.”2 Most of us fluctuate between both of these modes. The judger path is
one of reaction, focusing blame, and fostering a win-lose relationship. The learner takes a path
of thoughtful choices instead of reactions. This path is solution-focused and fosters a win-win
relationship.

When we are caught off guard, we are often not prepared for the unexpected things that
folks may say and do. It is often these unexpected things that push our buttons and result in
our reacting emotionally and spontaneously. Instead of first praying and carefully evaluating
how best to respond, we instead have what are called “knee jerk” reactions. When we react
emotionally as a judger, we ask ourselves questions like, “Why is that person so clueless and
frustrating?”, “Why is that person so stupid?”, “What’s wrong with them?”, or “Why should |
even bother?” How does being a judger make us feel? Is that the way we would like to feel?
When we react by being a judger, are the results productive? Does being a judger unite or
separate us from others?

The alternative to being a judger is being a learner. The learner tries to understand what
motivates people to say and do the things that annoy and anger us. If we choose to be a
learner, we can ask ourselves questions like “What is the other person feeling, needing, or
wanting?” If an incident that impacts us negatively is brought up, we may ask, “What are the
facts?” People like to sometimes embellish their stories or relate them with their own personal
spin, changing fact to fiction. People also sometimes deliberately leave out important facts,
and their version of an incident can be a series of half-truths instead of the whole story. People
are sometimes fault-finding and like to blame others. In those cases, we may ask ourselves,
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“What am | responsible for?” Even negative or unkind statements or actions can be a learning
experience. We may ask, “What can | learn from this?” No one is perfect. We can be open-
minded and acknowledge that our past actions or way of handling certain things may perhaps
have been handled in a different and better way.

When tempted to react in a strong way to something someone says or does, perhaps we
can ask ourselves which mode we are in when we react. Are we in a judger or a learner mode?
More often than not, when we enter into the judger mode, we do so without realizing it. When
we get used to changing our behavior and asking the right questions, we will eventually catch
ourselves and realize that we have fallen into the judger mode. When this happens, we can
switch to the learner mode. The path of the judger is most often automatic and spontaneous.
Is it possible to train ourselves to be vigilant and guard ourselves from spontaneous reactions?
Yes, we can train ourselves to react as a learner. We can take a deep breath and take a time
out in order to gather our thoughts and assess our feelings. We can pray to God for wisdom
and guidance, and then we can think more carefully before we speak. Do we feel pressured
into giving immediate responses? The best responses are usually given after thoughtful and
careful prayer and consideration. Fr. Tom Hopko used to advise going “slowly, prayerfully, and
carefully” before making a decision. His advice applies as well to the topic being discussed in
this sermon. It is not wrong to respond by saying, “What you asked (or said) is very important.
Let me pray and think about it, and | will get back to you.” If necessary, take a few days. We
can also ask those whom we trust for advice. Take the time you need. Sometimes our best
response to a question is to ask a question. This is a very traditional Rabbinic way of
answering a question. Our Savior did this all the time. Ask ourselves some pertinent questions
before responding to others, either in the form of a question or statement, or a mixture of both.

Instead of judging and complaining about others, it might be in everyone’s best interest to
learn how to accept people as they are, and not let the behavior of others affect us negatively.
Instead of judging others, we can try to learn what they are feeling and what motivates them to
behave the way they do. And don’t forget, the first person’s motives and feelings that we
should examine are our own. If we do not understand ourselves, how can we understand
others? We must be honest and truthful with ourselves, and try to see ourselves as we really
are and not as we might imagine ourselves to be. In life there are always two main paths — the
way which is good and leads to God and salvation, and the way which is evil, and leads to
destruction and perdition. We do not have to be bent over to the ground by our relationship
with others. If we ask the right questions and make thoughtful choices instead of letting
emotional knee-jerk reactions guide our lives, then we are literally saying yes to the Lord when
he says, “Take my yoke upon you ....for my burden is easy, and my yoke is light” (Matt.
11:28-30). Then, like the woman who was bent over and healed by the Lord of her affliction,
we too will be delivered from our burden, and be able to live our lives standing straight and tall,
prepared to face our relationships thoughtfully — with faith, confidence, and love. Amen!

1. In Metropolitan Hilarion Alfeeyev’s book “Catechism: A Short Guide to the Orthodox Faith”
(in Russian) he says: “Finally, the parables speak about how a person should conduct his
relations with his neighbors. We are called upon to forgive, the same way that the father
forgave his prodigal son, the same way that God forgives His debtors (Mt. 18:27); to
respond to someone else's misfortune the same way that the merciful Samaritan
responded to someone who had suffered at the hands of robbers (Lk. 10:30-37); to love,
the same as the one loves for whom much has been forgiven (Lk. 7:41-47); to see people
with the eyes of God, peering into the depths of their souls and discerning within them the
image of God.”

2. See Dr. Marilee Adams, “Change Your Questions Change Your Life”
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