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A Homily by       “Being the fringe on Jesus’s garment to those on the fringes”
The Reverend Jo Popham   Eighth Sunday after Pentecost, Year B

July 22, 2012
Mark 6:30-34, 53-56

 “Wherever [Jesus] went, into villages or cities or farms, they laid the sick in the

market-places, and begged him that they might touch even the fringe of his cloak; and all

who touched it were healed.” Jesus’s popularity as a healer and wonder-worker had

grown. He had taught his disciples, he had empowered them to heal as well. But the

crowds followed them so that Jesus had no time to even eat. Neither had the disciples.

The crowd recognized them and rushed to them. They were like sheep without a

shepherd, running willy-nilly bringing with them the sick. They begged Jesus to heal

them. So Jesus sat them down to teach them and to heal them. After teaching and feeding

the crowd in the wilderness, the disciples left in a boat, and Jesus walked on water to

further demonstrate his divine power.

When they got out of the boat, the people again recognized them. Throughout the

whole region the people came with the sick. They believed that even if they just touched

the fringe of his cloak they would be healed. Even the fringe of his cloak imparted

healing and forgiveness of sins. (Remember the woman with a lengthy hemorrhage who

was cured by touching his cloak Mark 5:21-34.) While those who touched Jesus were

healed, their touch might have made him ritually unclean. Just by touching his cloak, the

sick made Jesus ritually impure, according to the purity laws of the Jews. The religious

authorities were more concerned with legalistic ritual purity than the needs of the

common people.

Probably most all Jewish authorities all had fringes on their clothing. Four tassels of

fringe were prescribed attire for all male Jews. “The Lord said to Moses: Speak to the

Israelites, and tell them to make fringes on the corners of their garments throughout their

generations and to put a blue cord on the fringe at each corner. You have the fringe so
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that, when you see it, you will remember all the commandments of the Lord and do them,

and not follow the lust of your own heart and your own eyes. So you shall remember and

do all my commandments, and you shall be holy to your God.” (Numbers 15:37-40).

Now was the author of the Book of Numbers speaking about the 10 commandments

given by Moses or the 613 laws of God as understood by the Old Testament Hebrews?

As an observant Jew Jesus wore fringes on his garments to show his compliance with the

commandments at this time. (Later Jesus would depart from the Pharisees’ rigid laws that

were not God’s laws but their own to keep themselves apart from the Gentiles. But then I

am getting ahead in Mark’s story.)

The sheep without a shepherd, those who rushed to Jesus with their sick, even

carrying some of the ill on mats – were these people returning to the commandments of

the Lord God by touching Jesus’s cloak – by reaching out to touch the fringe of his

cloak? Or were they violating those who kept God’s commandments? I wonder?

We know that Jesus brought:
structure to chaos,
wholeness to brokenness, and
food to the physically, mentally, and spiritually hungry.

By allowing the people to touch him…to touch the fringe of his clothing….Jesus brought

them healing. Whatever their needs were, Jesus gave it to them.

In our day, who are the people in need of touching the fringes of Jesus’s clothing?

Who and what in our chaotic society is it that needs structure? Who is it that needs their

brokenness made whole again? Who is it that is hungry, physically hungry, mentally

hungry, spiritually hungry? When we say that lovely prayer in the context of Morning

Prayer we pray for “all sorts and conditions” of men, of mankind, of all people. “All sorts

and conditions” – what does that mean?

In what seems like an eternity ago, I had a small part in retreats to educate youth

workers in how to feed and care for the homeless. In the Q&A during these sessions, the

naiveté of the young people was evident. At noon we served them the same bag lunches
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that we passed out to hundreds of street people each week. Their little brown bags

contained a bottle of water, a pack of cheese crackers with peanut butter, a can of Vienna

sausage, and a tiny box of raisins. I remember their shock at this meager fare. The girls

were particularly picky about what they ate and were quite vocal, expressing their

displeasure at our giving them such common food. One a girl complained that, as a

vegetarian, she couldn’t eat the canned meat. The boys, who were accustomed to several

big meals a day and in-between-meal snacks were happy to take the girls Vienna

sausages. The disconnect between the haves and the have-nots was so clear – or so I

thought. In the afternoon we talked about the blessings we have and the stark contrast to

the children who live below the poverty line. The innocence of the privileged youth was

clear when someone asked why the poor didn’t just go to college so that they could make

more money and get better jobs to put their kids in better schools. Serving in the soup

kitchen and passing out bag lunches the next day took on a little different meaning for

those retreaters. The fear clearly showed on their faces when they met their first homeless

person. By the end of the second day, they had compassion, and they saw a bit of

commonality with their fellows who lived on the street or in homes where the children

were happy to have one of those bag lunches, perhaps as their only meal that day.

When I see the faces of our lunch bunch on Thursdays, I am inspired. After feeding

those who have less than we, many of them who have not even enough to live healthy

lives, how are we changed? Do those of us who supply food and care for the hungry, do

we find ourselves tainted? Does homelessness, does hunger rub off? No, no indeed! The

lunch bunch often pop in to talk after their volunteer work. When they return from the

DropInn Centre they are changed. They reflect the love of Jesus Christ, because they

have allowed people to touch the fringe of the garment of Christ.

Would that we all could be the fringes of Jesus’s garment to those on the fringes of

society.

Lord, may it be so. Amen.


