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“Touched To Serve”

In the name of Jesus Christ, the Light of the World, grace to you and peace.

The phone rang and the voice on the other end in a numbed, muffled tone said, “My husband has had
a stroke. They’ve taken him to the hospital. Will you meet us there?” The entrance into the catacombs
of the unit called “intensive or critical care” has not become any easier for me, even though I’ve been
there many times and in many different hospitals. It’s not the vision of tubes and machinery that casts
its haunting shadow across the room. It’s the devastation that suddenly is seen in the body of a person.
Last night he was a youthful 59 year old. He loved life and lived it with plenty of spirit. Today he lies
ashen and unconscious.

Your eyes sweep the room to see the miracle of machinery taking over some of the body’s functions so
that he might rest and stabilize. The nurse touches the IV, adjusts the tubes, and checks the readings.
The family circles the bed, joins hand, the sign of the cross is traced on his brow.

As we talk, we wonder what tomorrow will bring. Does death make its claim now? Will he undergo long
treatment and therapy and one day walk away to live again? Can he sense the love of those close to him
who want him back again? Does he know they want him to fight to live, to come, home, to return to table,
to family, and to friendship?

The phone rings and a teenager is on the line. He’s a bit nervous and jittery and wonders if he can make
an appointment to talk. When he comes in, he makes every attempt to exchange pleasantries. Then it
begins to come clear that there is something important on his mind. He really is bothered by something
and suddenly you find a combination of embarrassment and guilt and shame pouring out. You sense that
you have entered the private confessional no matter how it may seem to be outdated as a relic of
yesteryear’s church.

He recognizes the wrong he has done. There is no need to stay low, for he sits there crushed by it.
Quickly you pray that grace and forgiveness will come with simple and direct clarity so that this young
life might live again. All he sees now is darkness and despair. Can the light be seen through you? He
wants to be touched by grace that shares and acknowledges the grief while lifting and casting off.

She is an elderly parishioner who probably has never missed a Sunday in church in her life. Her face is
radiant. It beams with a supportive smile that encourages you to speak the gospel and keep at it! It’s
been three years now since her lifelong partner has died. He shared the faith and the church pew. His
life is forever etched in her being. When I speak a word about Easter and hope and eternal life, I notice
that her face is affected by the telling of that old, old story. Occasionally I see tears that cause her eyes
to glisten or her head to bow or a slight nod to acknowledge the hope and expectancy she hears in the
gospel. Then I know that she is there in the gathering of God’s people to be touched by a Word a Word
so full of grace that she wouldn’t think of missing it for the world!

These vignettes in ministry, real events in my life as vicar, student chaplain, and pastor, parallel the
Gospel reading from Mark which I read, this morning. In this account, Jesus enters the home of Simon
and Andrew to find Simon’s mother-in-law ill with a fever. They tell Jesus and now watch what happens.
He takes her by the hand, lifts her up, the fever leaves her and she serves them. Jesus’ touch brings the
gift of wholeness, of healing – then and now!

With broad brushstrokes on the canvas of his gospel, Mark puts together the portrait of the power and
the preaching of the kingdom of God that are seen in this Jesus, a backwards rabbi from Nazareth! What
he says and what he does are so “together” that the world’s darkened landscape is thunder stormed



awake! His fame spreads. The people bring the sick, the diseased, and the demon-possessed to him.
The apostles’ announce, “All the people are searching for you.” The people press upon him around every
bend in the road, realizing that the kingdom of God is at hand. This is explosive news! Pass the word!

These things that are retold to us in the ancient biblical accounts continue to be the same great, good
news that is on the move in our times and lives. The compassion of Christ is his touch. Our God is the
one who initiated the act of reaching out and touching someone. But not just anyone. God specifically
touches you, me, and the person to our left, right, behind, and ahead of you in the pew, right here, today.
In compassion and mercy, Jesus touches us and we are healed, forgiven, restored. Jesus touches and
we are made alive. We are given power to serve. We are given power to pray, praise, and give thanks.
The touching was not left as a fragment of history to be remembered. The touching goes on today
because Christ lives and is present among us. He is the one who calls and gathers us together. His body,
the church – you! live in this world to exercise his touch!

One of my favourite stories as a child was a tale about Jack Frost. Jack Frost had a mission to dance
his way through the fall season of the year. With a brush, he would touch a bit of his frosty “paint” on this
and that in order to prepare the world for its retreat into winter. The mission in this fairy tale is not unlike
the mission of the church, charged to touch the world not with a message to retreat from the coming
winter, but rather a message to prepare for the coming kingdom. The world we live in is to be made ready
by the touch of Jesus Christ, preparing us to see God’s will being done and God’s kingdom to come, just
as we pray for it in the Lord’s Prayer.

This touch is to be seen in some predictable and expected places and in some places that are surprising
and unexpected. This touch is the water sprinkled on the head. This touch is a word in our ears and
spoken to our hearts. This touch is a bread in our hands and wine in on our lips.

The touch is in the unexpected places as well. In holding hands around a hospital bed in the intensive
care unit and in the blessing on an unconscious person’s head. The touch is in a word which frees and
releases a troubled teenager. The touch is heard in a Gospel that assures us of the promise of Easter
for a loved one who has died.

This touch is known in the fingers and drill bits that scrape and pound into the dry earth, searching for
water to supply a drought plagued village. This touch imports numerals and names into a cheque, into
an offering plate, and into the church’s mission and ministry at home and around the world. This touch
is seen in a teacher’s move to a shy child who needs an embrace. This touch comes through speaking
a word of encouragement to someone who is depressed or discouraged. This touch is exercised in
advocating social justice for the misused, the abused, the neglected, the oppressed, the excluded.

My brothers and sisters in Christ. The Gospel of Mark sees to it that we have a record of what Jesus did.
Then and now Jesus reaches out and touches people and they are made whole. He combines power
with proclamation and sets his people free. His touch makes us alive and makes us whole. As we take
the hand of Christ, he raises us to our feet. It is for this purpose, that we, like Simon’s mother-in-law
might love, honour, obey and serve – forever, as long as we live! Members and friends of Zion
Evangelical Lutheran Church, Stratford, Ontario, Canada – may it be so! AMEN.


