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Today’s gospel lesson starts with a boundary crossing. Last week, Jesus 

was calming a storm on his way to the gentile side of the Sea of Galilee 

where he moved some demons out of a troubled man and into a heard of 

pigs, a feat one reader called a new way of making deviled ham. Now, he’s 

crossed back across the boundary between Gentile and Jew, and is back on 

the Jewish side.  

 

But this border is not the only boundary crossing in today’s gospel lesson. 

There is a lot of boundary crossing in all the gospels. In fact, one way you 

can read the Bible is as the record of God’s people gradually, through the 

years, coming to understand that God does not observe any human 

boundaries. In the Hebrew scriptures God’s people slowly learn that God is 

not the god of their tribe or even their nation, but the God of all people. Jew 

and Gentile, male and female, rich and poor, wise and unwise, clean and 

unclean. 

 

It’s that boundary between clean and unclean that Jesus crosses in this 

lesson. For the people of Jesus’ place and time, unclean did not mean dirty 

as someone might be who has just worked all day in the garden and need a 

shower. Unclean was a religious category. To be religiously or ritually 

unclean was to be separated from the community of God’s people and, 

perhaps, also from God. And this ritual uncleanness was considered 

contagious, in the sense that you could become unclean yourself by coming 

in contact with an unclean person or thing (Lev. 5:3). 

 

The law regarded three forms of uncleanness as serious enough to exclude 

the infected person from the community. These were leprosy, uncleanness 



 

 

caused by bodily discharges, like the woman’s hemorrhage in today’s 

gospel, and impurity resulting from contact with a dead body. (Num. 5:2-4).1 

 

So, here on the Jewish side of the sea, a woman with a hemorrhage, a 

woman who, furthermore, is poor because she has spent her whole fortune 

on bad medical care, a woman who is ritually unclean, a woman who is so 

sure of her place at the bottom of the religious and social pecking order that 

she won’t even ask for help face-to-face, sneaks up behind Jesus to touch 

his clothing. And, since she is ritually unclean, in touching Jesus, she has, 

according to the law, made him unclean too.  

 

Now, when Jesus knows that he has been touched by a religiously unclean 

person, the appropriate response of a good and pious rabbi would have 

been to turn to her and establish his own innocence by indignantly saying to 

her, “How dare you touch me?” It would have been a good teaching moment 

– to show his knowledge of scripture and law as well as the importance of 

keeping the boundary between clean and unclean clear and protected.   

   

I suspect that it was because she feared such a response that when Jesus 

asked, “Who touched me!?” That the woman fessed up to her deed with 

“fear and trembling.” She knew the significance of the boundary.  

 

But she didn’t know Jesus. Here’s a different rabbi, one who is more 

interested in the sick and the left out than he is in his own purity. Here’s a 

rabbi who called a traitorous tax collector to be one of his disciples. Here’s a 

rabbi who partied with obvious sinners, and who once talked theology with a 

Samaritan divorcee.  

 

Here’s a very different kind of religious person, one who doesn’t observe the 

accepted boundaries, one who, in fact, doesn’t know any boundaries when 

it comes to healing and loving the world. Instead of condemning the woman 

for touching him, he calls her “daughter.” Instead of making Jesus unclean 
 

1 From The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible.  



 

 

in her furtive touch of his clothing, this woman is made whole by Jesus’ 

power. Her hemorrhage is cured, and, more importantly, she is restored 

whole to her community.  

 

Many of the religious people of Jesus’ time were more concerned with the 

preservation of their own holiness than they were in helping others. In fact, 

the whole point of religion to some was to separate the good from the bad, 

the in from the out, those on the right side of the boundary from those on the 

wrong side.  

 

And to tell the truth, things may not have changed all that much among 

some religious people.  

 

But Jesus had different ideas about the purpose of religion. He wasn’t 

interested in protecting his reputation. He wasn’t interested in what religious 

people thought of him. He was focused instead on including those that 

others had excluded, those that were on the other side of the boundary, no 

matter what the boundary. 

 

Throughout his ministry, Jesus was a crosser of every boundary. He always 

welcomed  people that the right people excluded. He loved people that 

others left out. He touched people that others thought unclean. He spoke 

with people others ignored.  

 

And he was always urging his followers to do the same. Today he calls us, 

who are his body, to be his healing, boundary-crossing presence in the 

world we live in.  

 

The church has struggled with this work since its beginning. Will we be a 

community of exclusion or inclusion? We religious people are always 

tempted to look at those not like us - not part of our group, not adherents of 

our religion - as somehow not God’s children or at least not our concern.  

 



 

 

Most Sundays, as we did today, Lutherans begin our worship by publicly 

admitting that we are sinners, captive to sin and unable to free ourselves, 

sinners both by nature and by choice. And, of course, if we mean that, we 

couldn’t possibly look down on other sinners, could we?  

 

Yet, it is so much easier for us to see our neighbor’s awful sins and ignore 

our own little insignificant ones, to congratulate ourselves on our 

righteousness while we look down on others for their shortcomings, 

especially the shortcomings and sins we aren’t tempted to.  

 

We church folk can get pretty serious about our theological debates and 

differences, but, as I read the prophets and especially the gospels, those 

things matter little if we are not being Christ to the people the world counts 

as the least important.  

 

Jesus once said to the uptight, legalistic religious people of his day: “Go and 

learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’” As Amos did, Jesus 

reminds us that God is not interested in our religious practice, not interested 

in our law-keeping, not interested in our church membership, or even our 

worship until we have mercy in our hearts, until we are willing, like Jesus, 

to cross some boundaries, to touch those who are hurting, who are sick, 

who are excluded, whose lives are a mess - no matter who they are, no 

matter what they've done. Until we can accept and love our fellow sinners, 

our religious observance leaves God cold, and we are not following Jesus’ 

way. 

 

In our increasingly fragmented and hard-hearted world today, I believe that 

Jesus is calling the church - you and me - to be boundary crossers, to reach 

out and touch those the world counts untouchable, to become 

compassionate servants of all people no matter who they are.  

 

But in today’s gospel lesson, healing the woman who touches his clothing is 

not the only boundary crossing Jesus does. Remember Jairus, the man who 



 

 

comes to Jesus begging for healing for his daughter? Jairus is not an 

outcast. He is, rather, a leader in the community. His daughter is near death 

and he turns to Jesus in desperation. 

 

At Jairus’ home the folks who have gathered with their covered dishes to 

console the family laugh at Jesus when he says the girl is only sleeping. 

Still, he goes into the young girl’s room and takes her hand – again making 

himself ritually unclean – and in that touch, he crosses the ultimate 

boundary. He bridges the chasm of death and brings the girl back to life. 

And she too is restored to her family and her community.   

 

Death may be the ultimate boundary, but we believe that Jesus has crossed 

that boundary as well and has destroyed its ultimate power to exclude us 

from life.  

 

And so we come to worship every week to hear the Word and to receive the 

living Lord in the Eucharist. We come, not because we are better than 

others, not because we are more right or more righteous than others, but 

because Jesus invites us to come. And at this table, we reach out our hands 

in hope of the healing, and restoration to life that comes from the one who is 

Life.  

 

In our gathering in his name, in our hearing the word, and in our sharing his 

holy supper, we receive Christ. And in receiving him we too are healed and 

welcomed, strengthened and sent out to cross some boundaries and bring 

hope and wholeness and welcome to the whole world in Jesus’ name. 

Amen. 

 


