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I have a story from my youth that I’m somewhat ashamed to share with you.  There was a girl in 
my junior high school named Cora McKay.  Cora was the school outcast, though I could never tell 
why.  There was nothing wrong with her appearance and her personality was fine, especially 
considering the abuse she had to put up with.  Cora had what my classmates called "The McKay 
Touch," which was like an extreme form of the kooties.  It meant that if she touched you, even 
accidentally, you would be stricken with it.  As Cora walked down the corridors of the school, the 
other kids would press up against the walls to avoid touching her.  A huge space surrounded her 
wherever she went.  
 
Looking back on that period, I can see now that we had made Cora the scapegoat for all of our 
anxiety about being accepted by our peers.  All of our fear about being a part of the “in-group”, 
was channeled onto her.  By putting her on the outside of our social network, the rest of us could 
be sure that we were securely on the inside.  
 
The Gospel of Mark is, perhaps more than any other Gospel, concerned about the dynamics of 
inclusion and exclusion from the community.  This might be because the Gospel was written at a 
time when early Christians were trying to figure out who could and could not be a part of their 
community.  Jesus and his disciples were Jewish men.  So, could women be a part of the 
community?  If so, could they be leaders?  What about all those Gentiles?  What about lepers and 
other deformed people?  These were questions the fledgling church had to wrestle with. 
 
The categories that Mark uses to discuss inclusion and exclusion are the categories of clean and 
unclean.  According to the mindset of Jesus’ time, that which is clean is okay.  It can be included in 
the community.  That which is unclean must be isolated, especially in matters pertaining to God, 
since God is holy and cannot tolerate anything that is unclean.  
 
The stories that we read in the Gospel of Mark this morning would have been shocking because 
they show Jesus coming in contact with two people the Bible would call unclean: a dead girl and 
bleeding woman.  The fact that they were both women makes the story even more scandalous. 
 
Look at the story of the woman who had been bleeding for twelve years.  She would definitely have 
been an outcast… the Cora McKay of this small town.  
 
People would have given her a wide berth as she walked down the street.  
 
Not only was she unclean, she was poor.  She had spent all her money looking for a cure and now 
she had nothing. 
 
This kind of social and economic poverty is not to be envied; it must have been a cruel and painful 



existence.  But it did put her in an advantageous position with regard to Jesus.  She knew she had 
nothing to lose.  Nothing!  And waking up in the morning with nothing gives one certain 
options.  When Jesus came to town, the religious and political elite knew to stay away.  They 
considered him a troublemaker and they were certainly not going to join the uneducated masses 
who were swarming around him.  But people like this woman, people with nothing to lose, were 
free to approach him.  What’s the worst that could happen? 
 
So, she pushes through the crowd.  It’s probably the closest she had gotten to her neighbors in 
years.  Any other day they would have kept their distance, but today they were all distracted by this 
healer who had come to town.  She stretches out her hand, swipes Jesus’ garment, and immediately 
she is healed.  Jesus turns around and demands to know who had touched him.  This was a 
ridiculous question; the whole city was pressing upon him.  But Jesus persists and the woman steps 
forward, admitting what she had done. 
 
We know the story, so Jesus’ response doesn’t surprise us; but it should.  If anything, Jesus should 
have scolded this unclean woman for touching him and making him unclean.  That’s probably what 
the woman expected as she fell – trembling – at Jesus feet.  But instead of scolding her, Jesus 
praises her for her faith.   
 
Jesus is the one person in the Gospel of Mark who is so secure in his identity that he doesn’t 
categorize other people in order to understand himself.  He knew who he was: God’s beloved 
Son.   So, he wasn’t threatened by contact with an unclean person.  He doesn’t need to play the 
game of putting some people on the outside of the community in order to feel more securely on 
the inside. 
 
This was revolutionary, not only for Jesus, but also for his followers.  If Jesus was from God, then 
God was not who people had thought God was.  God was not a being who has to be protected 
from defilement.  Rather, God is One who breaks through the categories that we construct so that 
God can include the outcast.  
 
This is wonderful news for those of us who have been marginalized – which is all of us.  The place 
where we have felt most vulnerable – the most excluded – is the place where God makes contact 
with us, healing us and restoring us to life.  Our dirty little secrets won’t keep us out of the 
Kingdom of God.  God reaches out to include us in God’s community. 
 
This is wonderful news, but it’s also news that has implications for how we live.  We have to 
rethink our relationships with all the people we had formerly considered “unclean” - whatever form 
that might take - because they too have been made holy by Christ.  They too have become children 
of God.  They are no longer outsiders; they are our brothers and sisters in Christ. 

 


