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Luke 5:12-16 - Jesus Cleanses a Man with a Skin Disease 
12 Once when Jesus was in one of the cities, a man covered with a skin disease was there. When 
he saw Jesus, he bowed with his face to the ground and begged him, “Lord, if you are willing, 
you can make me clean.” 13 Then Jesus stretched out his hand, touched him, and said, “I am 
willing. Be made clean.” Immediately the skin disease left him. 14 And he ordered him to tell no 
one. “But go, show yourself to the priest, and, as Moses commanded, make an offering for your 
cleansing, as a testimony to them.” 15 But now more than ever the word about Jesus spread 
abroad; many crowds were gathering to hear him and to be cured of their 
diseases.16 Meanwhile, he would slip away to deserted places and pray. 

 
Sermon 

We’re back for our second week of the series on The Five Senses—experiencing God 
through smell, touch, hearing, taste, and sight. Last week, Pastor Cindy gave an overview of all 
of the senses. She mentioned how Christian tradition through the centuries has been rather 
bad at having embodied faith, or at honoring that the body, as the Creator said in the beginning 
in Genesis, is very good. She talked about how Christianity somehow forgot the experiences of 
the body, when in fact, God chose embodied life in humanity in Jesus. She also talked about our 
sense of smell, with the scent of bread wafting throughout the sanctuary, baking in bread 
machines while we worshipped. Her point, and the point of this series, is that we wouldn’t have 
any experience of God without our senses. Without them, we wouldn’t have input about the 
many ways God shows up in the world, in others, in our own lives.  

Today, we’re moving on to the sense of touch. I wonder what comes up in you when 
you think about touch? Is it a welcome and positive word that stirs up joy or longing in you? Are 
you a touchy person, who would hug strangers if you could? Or does touch stir up anxiety, 
because of your sensitivity, or complicated and harmful experiences with touch? What has 
stood out to me as I’ve thought about touch this week is that the skin is the biggest organ in 
any of our bodies. Thought it isn’t more or less important than any of the other senses, there is 
such power in it.   

An article on the TEDx blog (if you’re familiar with TED Talks, this is the blog) talked 
about the power of touch and the absence of it in the pandemic. The author said that “even if 
you don’t consider yourself to be a tactile person, touch is — or was — embedded in the social 
structure of our lives. From meeting a new colleague and evaluating their handshake to giving a 
friend a long hug when we haven’t seen them in a while, it is one of the fundamental ways we 
have all learned to relate to one another.”   

The article goes on to say that touch or the absence of it “is significant not just in the 
landscape of our minds, but that of our bodies.” You see, Swedish neuroscientist Helena 
Wasling studied specific nerves that live nearly everywhere on our bodies. These particular 
nerves, called CT afferents, “don’t simply tell our brains that touch has happened,” they go to a 
deeper part of our brain that deals with our emotional equilibrium. Whether you are touching a 
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beloved pet or a person, these special nerve receptors go to a deeper part of your brain and 
then inform you about the touch: “‘That was nice. I’m accepted. I feel safer now. Someone is 
counting on me.’” Touch can soothe, calm, and increase overall well-being. 1 

Touch is powerful in all sorts of ways. Yes, it can hurt, harm, and have lasting traumatic 
effects in an experience that is painful or unwelcome. Or, touch can reduce stress, decrease 
pain, and increase well-being. If smell is the sense that seems to trigger memories, then touch 
is perhaps the most emotional of all the senses. It triggers emotions of all kinds.  

Let’s be clear: the church has given some very mixed messages around touch, 
generating life-diminishing shame for too many. Some parts of the church have willfully hurt 
people with touch. At the same time, we know and have experience the profound power and 
sanctity of touch. When something so precious and sacred is weaponized and distorted, it 
becomes all the more damaging and devastating of an experience.  

I mentioned in The Chronicle, our weekly newsletter, that in the comprehensive social 
and sexuality curriculum we lead here with youth, called Our Whole Lives, or OWL, we talk 
about the need for touch. It’s actually called skin hunger, that longing for touch. And there are 
an amazing amount of stories and research on skin hunger. We talk about how the medical 
community recognizes how important skin-to-skin contact is for newborn babies, and how 
important it is in all of our lives, even more so as we age and our nerves become less sensitive.  

It’s a real need for animals too. In a study that just came out, researchers found that 
puppies and kittens chose snuggling over food when given the choice of just one. Touch is 
seriously important in well-being. 

I read another article by a church pastor who had been admitted to the Intensive Care 
Unit during his bout with Covid early in the pandemic. He wrote about being afraid to sleep in 
case he didn’t wake up again, and how that next morning, he was “exhausted, physically 
uncomfortable, weak, and lonely.” He needed to be surrounded by friends and family, but 
because of Covid restrictions he was alone. He was miserable; but then something changed 
that.  

He tells the story this way: “My nurse, Brenda, was about to leave to the room. Wanting 
to ensure we didn’t forget anything before she began the arduous process of gowning down, 
she asked, “Can I get you anything else? Motrin? A blanket? More water?” 

“No, thanks.” [I said.] 
Before leaving my room, she turned back to me one last time. “Would you like me to 

rub your back?” 
“Yes.” I blurted out without thinking. 
Laying on my side, she came around behind me, my bare back exposed due to those silly 

hospital gowns. During my hospital stay, I had remained uncharacteristically calm. Even the 
nurses commented on [it], which was due primarily to the fact that the whole ordeal seemed… 
like an out-of-body experience. But when her hands touched my back, …tears left my eyes at a 
force I’d not yet experienced in my adult life.… I wept violently. I was startled by the intensity of 

 
1 Mary Halton, “Humans are Made To Be Touched—So What Happens When We Aren’t?” TEDed blog, June 17, 
2021, accessed 21 July 2022, { HYPERLINK "https://blog.ed.ted.com/2021/06/17/humans-are-made-
to-be-touched-so-what-happens-when-we-arent/" } 
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my emotion…. For 15 minutes Brenda rubbed my back while I continued to weep. My… 
emotional currents all met at the confluence of that backrub.” 

He noted that the nurses were helpful in all sorts of ways. They were “taking blood 
pressure and temperature,” he said,  “administering an EKG and a CAT scan, providing me with 
potent medicine and sticking me for my IV port—all of these important elements of the healing 
process. But the great irony of it all, was that it was [Brenda’s] compassionate touch” that felt 
the most healing. “My fever didn’t leave me the moment Brenda touched my back, but she 
gave me something greater: a clear sense of solidarity, connection, calm, and care that I 
desperately needed in that room.”2 

Touch can begin a healing process, or even outright heal. We may know this from our 
own lives, or from researchers, or from stories, and we can see it as well in our scripture today. 
The man with the skin disease, often called leprosy in the bible, though it represents several 
skin diseases, asks Jesus to heal him. Asks to be touched. “Jesus, if you are willing…” Can you 
feel yourself the profound soft and tender need (and consent!) in that statement…Lord, if you 
are willing to heal me…to touch me…. 

Have you ever asked someone to touch you? For a handshake, a high five, a hug or? It 
can feel really vulnerable to do that, don’t you think? It’s because touch is mutual. You can’t say 
that about other senses. To touch someone is to be touched by them and vice versa. That’s 
what Jesus and the man with the skin disease agree to exchange with one another. The man 
says, “if you are willing, you can heal me.”  

And Jesus responds, in this and in Mark and Matthew’s gospels in the exact same way— 
with these words— “I am willing!” The man is healed. We don’t know how, and to focus on that 
is to detract from the point of the healing. You see, the well-being that takes the place of the 
loneliness and longing and pain is the point. The touching of someone who is an untouchable 
societal outcast for their skin condition is the point. We can’t look at Jesus’ healing stories 
without knowing that the body, touch, is integral to our experience of the divine that is present 
in the world. 

And one more bit about this scripture—did you notice that last line? It says “Jesus did 
many healings like this, and then would slip away to deserted places to pray.” One line that says 
so much. Touch is so powerful, sometimes it can draw too much energy from us. When we 
share it with others, we can also get touched out. We may need time and space to rebuild it in 
order to continue sharing it; otherwise, we may avoid touch altogether for a time.  

This is a shout-out to parents and to caregivers. I remember when I had two very young 
children at home, and y'all. Raising and caring for my kids when they were very little was a 
cherished treasure; and it could take it out of me. I was touched out! So if you are in some way 
touched out, or need a different kind of touch than the touch you are constantly giving, there’s 
space for you, too in our scripture. Even Jesus needed to get away. 

I hope we can go from here with a renewed sense of the redeeming sacredness of 
touch. That we can encounter and receive God's love through the sense of touch where it is 
healthy and good. So to seal that in our bodies before we go today, out of love for each of us, I 

 
2 J.R. Briggs, “The Healing Touches We Need, Now More Than Ever,” May 19, 2021. Accessed 14 July, 2022, { 
HYPERLINK "https://www.missioalliance.org/the-healing-touches-we-need-now-more-than-
ever/" } 



Ó First United Church of Christ, Northfield, MN 

am going to invite us into an embodied practice.  
If you are comfortable doing so, please close your eyes and if you are willing, follow my 

meditative instructions: 
• Close your eyes and offer yourself the loving touch you need. Maybe you put 

your hand over your heart. Maybe you cradle your own cheeks in the palm of 
your hands. If you’re at home, maybe you start rubbing your own feet. For just a 
moment, return to a time and place in your life where you felt love. Feel the 
touch of these hands of love cradling you, nourishing you, sending you love and 
warmth. 

• Place a hand on your shoulder or neck muscle, and give it a little massage. Now 
do the same with your other hand and shoulder. Feel the touch of these hands 
that know and feel the burden and blessings of life the shoulders have carried. 
May the stress and worry be melted away into a lightness and sturdiness of love. 

• Take one hand into the other and massage your palm. Feel the comfort and care 
that these hands both long for and long to give. Think of the ways these hands 
have been used to hurt and to harm. With gentle forgiveness, rub away the past. 
Think of the ways these hands have been use to heal and hold. Anoint and 
soothe them for a future committed to both giving and receiving love through 
this sacred and powerful gift - the gift of touch. Amen. 

 
 
Benediction 
May you touch and be touched by the grace of God, held by the love of God, and comforted 
and strengthened by the presence of God, today and every day. Amen. 
 


