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You might think today’s gospel reading is a story about miraculous healings. And you’d
be right. But I don’t think you would know the whole story. Today’s gospel is about the
miraculous and healing power of human connection.

Before we go further I want to acknowledge that talking about miracles of healing can
be tricky. Miraculous healings do sometimes happen. But sometimes they don’t. Jairus‘s
daughter was healed; raised from the dead. But many children do die, and no amount of
pleading or prayer can change this. The hemorrhaging woman was healed immediately,
but many people live with ailments their whole lives, and never find physical healing. We
hear news stories like the surf side building collapse and pray for a miracle even though
we know the odds.

In my hospital chaplaincy internship, part of the training for ordination, we talked a lot
about how healing is not always physical—and I saw this firsthand. Spiritual healing is
also healing; wholeness is not always physical. This nuance carries over into the ways
we ask for healing. We can pray to God for healing, for others or ourselves. This has
been the major focus of Wednesday Eucharists since long before I arrived; we do it
each week in the Prayers of the People. But the point of prayer is not to bend God’s will
to ours, not to hope to make God want what we want. The point of prayer is to journey
deeper into relationship with God. Perhaps sometimes this results in celestial action.
Perhaps often it leaves our hearts and minds changed by the relationship.

Returning to the story, for me the striking focal point is the hemorrhaging woman. Unlike
Jairus, the esteemed church official who makes a show of his desperation to save his
daughter before Jesus, this woman doesn’t announce herself—in fact, she seems to
hope to do what she needs to do unnoticed.

A little context: with a bleeding disorder such as this woman had, she would not have
been dealing only with the effects of her illness. Her bleeding would have made her
ritually unclean, and anyone who touched her, particularly men, would become unclean
by that touch. She would have lived in isolation, with those who knew who she was
giving her a wide berth in the street. She would not have been admitted to the temple.



On the day of our story, she takes a chance. She pushes through crowds in the
desperate hope for healing.

She touches Jesus’ hem, and is immediately healed—but Jesus knows. And the action
comes to a standstill. The woman must’ve been terrified. For a dozen years she lived in
shame and separation. Now she’s been caught touching someone, and not just
anyone—Jesus. And yet this scandalous touch does not lead to anger and further
separation. On the contrary, it leads to healing, wholeness, and peace. This woman on
the margins is given the priority of healing, and in that moment of touch, Jesus reaches
out for further connection, calls her “daughter,” shows her care.

Then to another daughter, we move finally to Jairus’s daughter, We see Jairus’s belief
that Jesus can heal his daughter by “laying hands on her.” The laying on of hands was
common in Jewish practice, and it is a key part of our sacramental practice as
well—watch all the ways hands are used in liturgical acts. Human touch, a part of and
symbol for relationship and connection, is critical to our practice of faith.

I got to chat with Diana Johnson this week about the wonders of mental health care—I
think we all acknowledge by now that our minds can be at least as in need of healing as
our bodies. Diana told me a little about the fascinating work and continued training she’s
been able to do, and noted that her practice is based around the belief that healing
comes through relationship—that in fact relationships are necessary for healing to take
place.

This is something I deeply believe (though as an occasionally grouchy introvert
sometimes resent), but had never articulated so simply. We are people who need
people. Our relationships—in church, with friends, in marriage and with family—are not
superfluous. Relationship, looking at the gospel we might even call it “touch,” is what
makes us human and whole.

I think we came to a new appreciation of this over the course of the last year and a half.
When many of us had to live in more isolation than ever before, we struggled. Stories
and photos showed how those living alone struggled most. As the new priest of a
congregation that loves fellowship, I heard just how acutely and painfully that
connection was missed. We are people who need relationships, with one another and
with God. It shows in our lives. It also shows in our liturgy and structure.

If you’ve skipped ahead in your leaflets (or even if you haven’t), you’ll see that we have
quite a bit going on today. We’re celebrating a baptism, welcoming Arthur Joel Rawlins



into our community of faith. But not only that; we’re also celebrating—a couple of days
early—the 30th anniversary of Deacon Denise’s and Father Barry’s ordinations.

Some of you already know this, but some of you may not: Denise and Barry were
ordained together, in this diocese, from St. Peter’s, on the Feast of St Peter and St.
Paul, three decades ago (you know, back in their teens). In the intervening years, they
moved around. Fr. Barry followed a call to the priesthood, went to seminary, and served
out of state. Deacon Denise was assigned elsewhere in the diocese.

Then, just a couple of years ago, Fr. Barry retired to Plant City with his wife, Vonceal,
and returned to his home church of St. Peter’s in time to provide a wonderful long-term
supply ministry during the most recent interim period and rector search. And early in the
year, Bishop Smith spoke with me about the possibility of having an additional deacon
at St. Peter’s, and Deacon Denise joined us just in time for Holy Week and Easter this
year, back at the altar where she began her diaconal ministry in the early 90s. And here
we are, celebrating this anniversary together.

I want to take this opportunity to talk a bit about ministry, specifically servant ministry
and diaconal ministry. There are four orders of ministry in The Episcopal Church: lay
persons, bishops, priests, and deacons, each with individual roles. We are all called to
ministry in our baptism—more on that in a bit—but some are called to ordination, one of
our sacramental rites in the church.

One of these orders is that of deacon. Deacons in The Episcopal Church are called to a
“special ministry of servanthood” directly under the bishop, a role as intermediary that
has its roots in the early church.

In the examination portion of the diaconal ordination, the soon-to-be deacon is charged
to “serve all people, particularly the poor, the weak, the sick, and the lonely.” There are
more calls: to read and study Scripture, to make Christ’s love known to the world, to
make the needs of the world known to the church, the catch-all “other duties as
assigned.” And then the bishop charges, “At all times, your life and teaching are to show
Christ's people that in serving the helpless they are serving Christ himself.”

In ordination, deacons promise to serve the poor, the weak, the sick, the lonely, the
helpless—to live in relationship with those on the margins (sounds an awful lot like
Jesus), and to bring those relationships to the Church, connecting Church and World.

Deacons aren’t the only ones with a relational calling (though, if you didn’t already know
this, the ordination process in The Episcopal Church is such that all ordained persons



have been deacons—some for longer than others. That call to service is the first call for
every deacon, priest, and bishop). Priests are called as pastors of God’s people, an
extremely relational vocation, and bishops do this pastoring on a diocesan scale. The
vows of ordination are vows of relationship—and marked with the laying on of hands.

And these vows are just some of the vows we have in the church. We also have
wedding vows, part of our sacramental life in community. And then we have our
baptismal vows. These promises are sometimes made by the person to be baptized, but
often, as today, are made by others on behalf of the baptized. The parents and
godparents make some promises—about bringing their child up in the Christian faith
and life, about rejecting evil and turning to Jesus. But when it comes to the baptismal
covenant, we all join together, because we can all use the reminder of our baptized
ministry.

We start with the creed, then move to five promises that sum up our ministry as
laypeople: to be together in community and worship, to represent Christ and the church
to the world, and to use our gifts to carry on Christ’s work of reconciliation in the
world—remember, Christ has no hands or feet but yours.

These vows—baptism, marriage, ordination—are all about how we live as Christians.
And they’re all about how we live in relationship. Baptism is full initiation by water and
the Spirit into the Church—it is a welcome into this community, the relationship of the
church. Marriage is a sacramental union of two people. And ordination is a ministry of
relationship between the people of the Church, the world, and God.

It’s exciting that today we get to both witness the very beginning of a ministry and
celebrate ministries that have spanned this much of a lifetime (and when just yesterday
we laid to rest in the memorial garden Fr. Grayson Garvinwhose ministry spanned an
even greater stretch of time).

It is a joyous day. But it is also every day. All of us are called to ministry—called to the
ministry of relationship, service, and connection. And in living out our ministries we just
might find that in our Christly work of reconciliation and healed relationships with one
another, with God, with the world, and with ourselves, we find our own healing and
wholeness.


