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Scripture Introduction
Take a moment and hold your hands open in your laps. Think about all that you hands have done
today…. This week. As you hear today’s Gospel reading, continue to look at your hands and
consider how hands are used in the story.
Matthew 9:18-25 (NRSV)
18
While Jesus was teaching one day, suddenly a leader of the synagogue came in and knelt
before him, saying, “My daughter has just died; but come and lay your hand on her, and she will
live.” 19And Jesus got up and followed him, with his disciples. 20Then suddenly a woman who
had been suffering from hemorrhages for twelve years came up behind him and touched the
fringe of his cloak, 21for she said to herself, “If I only touch his cloak, I will be made well.”
22
Jesus turned, and seeing her he said, “Take heart, daughter; your faith has made you well.” And
instantly the woman was made well. 23When Jesus came to the leader’s house and saw the flute
players and the crowd making a commotion, 24he said, “Go away; for the girl is not dead but
sleeping.” And they laughed at him. 25But when the crowd had been put outside, he went in and
took her by the hand, and the girl got up.
“Lay your hand on her and she will live.”
“Came up behind him and touched the fringe of his cloak.”
“He went in and took her by the hand, and the girl got up.”
I’m thinking that as you were hearing the gospel reading and thinking of what your own hands
did this week you may not have brought someone to life by laying your hand on them. That’s
really a Jesus kind of thing and, as saintly as some of you are, you’re probably not quite up there
with Jesus when it comes to raising dead people to life.
I would be willing to bet, however that there are some folks in the room that, somewhat,
somehow, somewhere in the past week, what you have done with your hands has made a
difference in someone’s life. When we talk about being the body of Christ, it’s about doing the
things that we can to extend what he did. It’s about mimicking his grace, the blessings, the
compassion, the passion, the things that bring healing. Sometimes we do that with words, more
often, we do it with our hands because Christianity is about revealing the Word of God as much
with our actions as it is with our words.
You may have noticed that I like to use images with hands on them. I use them because, just like
faces, they can elicit and show emotion. But, they can be a bit more anonymous than faces.

When we see the images of hands, it’s more likely that we will imagine they are our hands
because we see our hands more than we do our faces.
There are hands that extend care.

Hands that work.

Hands that pray.

Hands that teach.

Sad hands.

Happy hands.

Angry hands.

Receiving – or giving hands.

Maybe seeing these images reminded you of what you are capable of through your hands.
Over the years, I’ve had the privilege of engaging many people’s hands in a number of ways but
two tend to stick with me.
The first was while on a mission trip in Honduras. For three years, I joined with others to travel
to Honduras in January to build houses. It was hard, sweaty, dirty, exhausting, fulfilling work.
We mixed our own concrete on the ground, lugged it in five-gallon buckets, onto rickety
scaffolding and set 17 courses of concrete blocks.
On my third and last trip, we were building a house for a woman named Mercedes. On the end of
one particularly long and hot day of work, we started cleaning up. As the local Honduran
“masons” did the finishing work on the floor of the humble two-bedroom home, the rest of us
gathered and cleaned the tools and put them away for the day.
As the masons finished their work, we realized they needed to clean the tools they had been
using. Unfortunately, we had already dumped the water out of the five-gallon buckets and put
them away with the rest of the tools. All we could find was an old 3 liter soda bottle and an
empty bucket. The cleaning would have to be done as a team. The masons would hold the tools
over the bucket and I carefully poured the water over their weathered and calloused hands. They
gently rubbed and scrapped the tools with their hands. The remnants of the concrete slowly
dissolved away into the bucket. Then, they cleaned away the soil from their arms, hands, and
nails.
Now, these were men that I had worked with for nearly a week but had spoken to very little. I did
not speak their language and they spoke little of mine. Yet, in this moment of “cleaning up” we
entered into a sacred ritual that brought us together as brothers and sister in Christ. Just as Christ
had washed the feet of the early disciples, we shared a much needed practice of cleansing and
renewal in the midst of a rural Honduran neighborhood, surrounded by palm trees and corn.

A couple of years before that, I had been part of a Maundy Thursday service that included a
ritual of hand washing. Keep in mind that this was a church full of proper Congregationalists,
much like here and the thought of foot washing was a bit creepy so the ritual was altered a bit
and we did hands instead. People are less squeamish about holding someone’s hands as opposed
to their feet.
I was positioned at one of the designated hand-washing stations around the table, ready to
silently wash the hands of those who chose to come forward. But, no one was coming to my
station. They were lining up at others. Finally, one person broke rank and approached my station.
This one guy just happened to be a surgeon.
As he sat down in front of me and held his hands out to me, I placed them into the basin lifted
handfuls of lukewarm water over them and gently massaged them. As I did, I started to imagine
the work those hands had done that day.
These hands, the hands of a surgeon, a fine surgeon, a surgeon who was know as “the best”
around, had reached deep into broken and diseased bodies to remove, repair, reclaim… restore—
perhaps even that very day.
These hands had held hearts, literally held hearts… and lungs and kidneys and bowels… and
hope.
And there they were before me to be washed, as Jesus had washed the feet of the disciples, as the
woman whose name we do not know had washed the feet of Jesus, as Mary had washed his body
into life as well as death.
As hands that served held the hands that healed, the water poured over them, baptizing them
once again into the Body of Christ… the hands of Christ.
This work that we do in the name of Christ, whether it is folding newsletters, taking down
Christmas decorations, distributing food at FISH, serving families for Family Promise or folding
our hands in prayer for those in need is sacred work. Not any one of us can do it all but we can
honor and respect the work each of us does for we are all the body of Christ. Even the work that
we do or have done that allows us to place money in the offering plate is sacred. Anything that
we do that helps us live out Christ’s command to love our neighbor as ourselves is a holy act.
So often, we loose sight of the sacredness of our work. Sometimes it takes stepping out of our
regular routine to bring it to light. Sometimes it takes entering into our day with a prayer that our
day would reveal something new. Sometimes it takes opening our eyes to see the sacred in the
ordinary. Sometimes it takes a bottle of water and weathered hands of a new friend to help us see
the hands of Christ in our own.
Take a look at your hands again and consider the work that those hands have done this past week.
Did you hold a door open for someone? Did you shake the hand of someone? Did you prepare
food to share with others? Did you write a thank you note? Did you hold the hand of someone so

they would not slip on the ice? Put one hand on the other and rub them, just a little bit, recalling
the touch you have shared, the touch you have received and give thanks for that little bit of holy
connection you have felt this week.
Now, open up your hands and place them on your lap. And pray with me.
Gracious God, the hands we open before you await. They await whatever it is you might send to
us this week that needs whatever it is they can do for you. So bless them and the hearts that will
guide them. May they be strong when needed and tender at all times. May they reach out when
needed and hold close when appropriate. May the service we give with our heart-guided hands
reflect your love, your care, your passion. May we return in the coming week, bringing more
hand-memories to offer to you.
Amen.

