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              Mark 1:26-36


Touching the fevered person.  Touching the broken part.  Touching the untouchable part.  Mark keeps the story of Jesus’ ministry pared down.  Basic.  What it comes down to for him is that Jesus went to the broken people and touched them and something changed.  This is at the heart of Jesus’ ministry on earth:  he touched the broken places, and in that touch, there was healing.  That’s his story—but its our story too.


At least it’s Nick’s story.  Nick is a kid I know who is super bright and very motivated.  Nick is a kid with big plans for his future—companies he wants to run, things he’ll be in charge of, thing’s he’ll lead.  He pays attention to his grade point average, and to round out his resume, last year he started volunteering in a nursing home, one Saturday a month.  He was hoping to run Bingo—when you’re 15 and you want to be in charge, you want people to hang on your every word, to act immediately when you say something, it doesn’t get much better than Bingo.  But the nursing home already had a Bingo caller, and so the volunteer coordinator assigned Nick to be a special friend to one woman, someone who rarely had visits from her family.  


Nick realized early on that there might be reasons for his special friend’s isolation beyond the cruel indifference of her family.  She smiled and nodded when he introduced himself, but she kept the television on, tuned to a game show.  Nick tried to get her talking, bringing up all the topics he could think of—his school, his family, his favorite sports teams.  His special friend turned up the volume of the television and eventually he gave up.  The next month, he showed up and tried again and gave up again.  He spent most of that afternoon watching the clock, bored out of his skull.


Believe it or not, the nail polish was Nick’s idea, something he thought up about six months into his volunteer assignment.  Too bashful to buy a bottle of it himself, he swiped one from his little sister.  His special friend was the only one in the nursing home with glitter on her nails, but she seemed somehow pleased with the result.  It became their ritual—once a month, a new shade each time. 


Nick never mentioned the deep rift in his family that kept his father separated from a large extended family that lived just a few towns over—his mother told me that part of the story, and made it clear that I shouldn’t let on that I knew.  It was not something they discussed.  Nick didn’t tell me of his early memories of his grandmother, he didn’t tell me whether or not he missed her, whether or not he wondered how she was.  He just told me about his special friend and his afternoons with her hand in his.  “Her skin is almost see-through,” he told me in wonder.  “You can see her veins—it’s kind of wild.” 


Jesus touched the broken places, and in that touch, there was healing.  References to demons and lepers make these stories sound wild to us—scenes from a different age with different rules.  But maybe these stories aren’t as alien as they seem.  Maybe they’re our story also.


At least its Karen’s story.  She’s shown me pictures of what she looked like before cancer—she had thick, shoulder-length auburn hair.  After chemo, it grew back in grey and wavy.  She keeps it short now—what’s gone is gone.  That’s the story of her breasts, too.  They promised her that reconstructive surgery works wonders these days.  In fact the surgeon told her she had “one of the best breasts I’ve ever made.”  But even that had to go when they realized how far things had spread.  What all that surgery left behind was, in her words, “A mess.”  


They sent her home with an amazing contraption called a “prosthetic brassiere”.  For a while she wore it to bed, and even contemplated wearing it in the shower.  But one night, Karen told me shyly, she finally let her husband get close.  “He kissed me,” she said.  “He kissed me right there.  He kissed my scars.”  Karen stands now with a kind of confidence that lets you know that she knows she is beautiful.  


A kiss on the broken place.  A touch on the place that can’t be touched.  When that happens, something changes.  When that happens something opens.  When that happens, something begins.  That’s Jesus’ story.  And maybe it’s my story too.  


I’ve never been one for hospitals—needles aren’t my thing, and I’m not too fond of pumps or tubes either.  I’ve visited a few parishioners in the hospital in situations where I ended up sitting in the hall with my head between my knees trying not to faint.  Maybe for that reason, when my mother-in-law Linda got sick I let Dan do the visiting.  I stayed home with the kids, I tried to stay in the background, stay out of the way.  But Linda would have none of that.  She called me to walk with her, laps around the top floor of Sloan Kettering hospital, i.v. pole trailing alongside as we surveyed the million-dollar view of New York City.  She held my hand firmly, gave me a lot of advice, and sent me on my way.  


What happened that day?  What did that touch accomplish?  I cried on the train ride home because I hated the thought that we had tidied something up, like a deal sealed with a handshake.  If there was healing that day, it wasn’t the healing of completion, the healing of resolution.  This healing didn’t close any wounds—it broke me open.  After that visit, after that touch, I wanted more visits, more conversation, more connection.  Our touch had opened a door for me, and I wanted then to walk through it.  


But the next time I saw her she was surrounded by people, and then her time ran out.  She died before I ever held her hand again.


I think about that visit with Linda now, and I think that maybe I’m learning something that Karen and even Nick already know.  Healing touch is where we are meant to begin.  We reach out and touch the places that are hurt, the places that are broken, the places that are separated and divided, and when we do so, something is created, something starts.  Jesus calls that new thing ministry, and after he did it for a while, he told each of his disciples that it was their job too.  


I’ve always laughed at that note in the scripture we read today that Peter’s mother-in-law, after she was healed, got up and served her guests.  That’s seems a little unfair, doesn’t it?  I mean, she was gravely ill just a few moments before—let someone else go make the sandwiches!  But maybe that funny little piece of the story is a clue to the nature of the healing Jesus brings.  This healing didn’t end the story.  This healing was an introduction, an invitation, and Peter’s mother in law got it sooner even than Peter did.  Jesus’ healing power was creative power.  It was re-creative.  Even when he goes and touches the most broken places—even when he touches the cross, even when he lies in the grave—he does so not to finish things up, not to conclude his story, but to begin it.  When Jesus goes to those broken places God creates something totally new—resurrection.


Jesus has extended that opportunity to each of us.  This is your ministry, he tells his disciples.  We begin as he began—we touch the broken place.  We go to what has been cast out, and we bridge that separation through our embrace.  Who have you touched?  And what broken parts of yourself have you let others touch?  Have you accepted Jesus’ invitation to follow him?
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