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The Human Power of Touch
Twenty-fifth Anniversary Year
Editor’s Note: In this Twenty-fifth Anniversary Year, my intention is to take
you gradually through the years on a tour of the “Best of Arise.” In our last
issue, my dear reader, you found me still in the Parish of St. Barthomew in
Miramar, Florida within the Archdiocese of Miami. I published with the
pastor’s blessing in the parish bulletin from 1988-1992.
In the spring of 1992 I asked my bishop if I could go away to school to get a
second Masters in Professional Writing. He agreed and I brought my father
along with me to Baltimore where I was to attend Towson University. As
always, I wore my feelings on my sleeve, as you’ll see here . . .

"Some people brought to Jesus a blind man and begged him to touch
him" (Mark 3:10).
I think people are made to be touched. Living as I am in a city in which I
know few people, I have been feeling quite isolated. Even my body seems to
feel the isolation here, I miss the hugs and warm handshakes that a priest gets
when he’s in a parish setting.
And so I got to thinking: Is everybody like that? Do most people like to be
touched? Do people miss that kind of contact when they are isolated—when
they live alone, perhaps?
I would suggest that there are at least some of us who thrive on touching
others and being touched. For those people, like me, being away from personto-person contact is a real deprivation—felt in the body, emotions and spirit.
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So I decided to devote this issue of Arise to this topic. I hope that a little
creative thinking on my part and yours can bring some comfort and joy into
the lives of people we know who are deprived of human touch.
What is this power of human touch? Let’s look at the Gospels to see what
we can learn.
There are Scripture stories in which Jesus touches others, usually for the
purpose of bringing healing to those persons. In other cases, he allows others
to touch him, thereby allowing himself to be ministered to. A cursory survey
of mine found 27 references to touch in the pages of the four gospels, but
there are others in Acts and the Epistles and well.
In most every healing story, Jesus makes a point to touch the afflicted person:
"Jesus smeared the eyes of the man born blind with mud" (Jn 9:6).
He "grasped Peter's mother-in-law by the hand and helped her up" (Mk 1:31).
To a leper: "Jesus stretched out his hand, touched him and said, 'Be cured'"
(Lk 6:13).
To the deaf mute: "he put his fingers in the man's ears and touched his tongue"
(Mk 7:33).
And again: "Jesus took the possessed boy by the hand
and helped him to his feet" (Mk 9:27).
Touch finds its way into two of our favorite parables
in a dramatic way: The Good Samaritan dressed the
wounds of the stranger—a kind of touch that enters
the heroic dimension (Lk 10:34).
In the story of the Prodigal Son, "the Father ran out to
meet his son, threw his arms around his neck, and
kissed him" (Lk:15:20).
There is also a dramatic non-healing story in which
Jesus uses touch to make an important point. This is
the story in which Jesus gets down on his knees and
washes the feet of his disciples at the Last Supper (Jn
13:5). I can imagine that the hands of their Lord
upon their tired and weary feet must have felt wonderful, indeed—if only they
allowed themselves to feel the touch of those anointed hands!
All this is to say that for centuries healing has been associated with touch; the
hands of a physician, the hands of a priest are considered to be special. But
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what is even more fascinating are the stories in which Jesus allows himself to
receive the touch of others . . .
"[The penitent woman] brought in a vase of perfumed oil and
stood behind him at his feet, weeping so that her tears fell
upon his feet. Then she wiped them with her hair, kissing
them and perfuming them with oil."
(Lk 7:36-38).
This passage is unabashedly sensuous; in the parable Jesus tells the Pharisees
in whose home he is dining, immediately following this incident, what’s made
clear is that Jesus is quite comfortable with this overt display of affection.
Those of us who are timid about matters sensual might well ponder this
passage.
Another moment, similarly embarrassing to some, is the moment at the Last
Supper when "the disciple Jesus loved" leaned against Jesus' chest (Jn 21:20).
The message I draw from all these passages is that Jesus was very comfortable
with human touch— comfortable in
touching and comfortable in allowing
himself to be touched, even when that touch
entered the realm of the sensual.
You see, many of us don't really allow
ourselves to enjoy hugs and embraces when
they’re offered. My Mom was like that.
She would tighten up when I hugged her.
Many of us deny ourselves the joy of
feeling the healing energy of another's
hands upon us.
Spirituality in the past created a dichotomy
between the body and the spirit. To be
spiritual, we thought, was to deny bodily
pleasures, even innocent ones like a little
hug or a little handholding. Many of us feel
uncomfortable when another touches us.
Spirituality today reverses this trend;
spirituality today says the body is holy, too.
Therefore, we should accept and enjoy the wonderful feelings the body
gives us for that is why God put us in a body. Yes, I am quite sure the body is
made to be touched. If you've ever had a massage (or given one) you know
that every part of the body has its own uniquely wonderful sensations when
touched. The body wakes up and comes alive when touched by caring hands.
Yet, many any of us, as I say, are not able to enjoy being touched. Some of
us have been abused physically as children or as adults. These kinds of
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experiences tend to make us "touch-shy." We bristle when someone touches
us because we’re afraid that a gentle touch will be followed by abusive touch.
If you are such a person, if you cannot enjoy the touch of another, I suggest
you ask the Lord to enable you to enjoy the gift of touching and being
touched, once again. The next time someone hugs you, try to surrender to the
hug; allow yourself to receive the precious gift the other is giving you. Our
bodies need to be touched; we can thrive on it.
When someone honors you by touching you in a wholesome way, allow your
feelings to open up. See if you can notice the energy flowing through you.
Allow yourself to feel good.
And then, in time, allow yourself to give good hugs, too. As your body
embraces another, allow the love you feel for this person to flow out of you
through your hands, your arms, your whole body. Allow yourself to enter
the presence of the body and spirit of the other whom you hold in your
embrace.
In the past few years, I had the honor and privilege of inviting people "to
listen and speak as Jesus did." Now, I invite you "to touch and be touched
as Jesus did." To do this I mean that we allow the spiritual energy that
resides in each one of us to flow through our bodies and hands and out of our
bodies and hands to others. Jesus understood that touching others was an
integral part of the healing process. He used his human body to focus
spiritual energy. What I find remarkable is that he allowed himself to be
refreshed and healed by permitting others to minister to him through their
touch.
The realization I had in recent weeks of how isolated I am in a strange city
where I just don't have the human contact I need
and seek has been a painful one. The absence of
the kind of healing touch I’m talking about here
makes me feel that isolation even more acutely.
But this awareness has been a positive one. It has
prompted me to write this reflection / letter and to
take steps to see that my needs are met.
That realization has got me thinking about other
people who are isolated.
People confined because of serious illness.
People who live alone.
People who are not physically attractive.
And this is the heart of my suggestion to you, my
readers: When you have contact with persons who
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are isolated, touch them. Sit as close as you can to them. Let them feel the
warmth and gentleness of your body. Hold their hand. Stroke their forehead.
Give them a back rub. Massage their feet as Jesus did at the Last Supper.
As a result of this awareness, I have begun to massage my father's back when
I take care of him on weekends. I have also asked our housekeeper to rub his
back after he showers each morning.
If you are a person who is isolated, don't be bashful. Ask for a hug when you
need one. Ask someone to just hold you for a while or allow you to lay on
the couch with your head in their lap. And if you've got the courage, explain
my theory about bodies needing to be touched to your loved ones and ask for
a massage or a little body rub or just a foot massage. They don't have to be
good at—just gentle and caring.
But if you do want to give a good back rub, just be conscious that loving,
healing energy is flowing out of your hands—just as it did from Jesus' hands.
I’ve been quite aware of the healing power that has flowed through my hands
as a priest. The sacramental rituals often prescribe "the laying on of hands."
The conferral of the Holy Spirit is often attributed to such action. I’ve often
thought that I could feel sacred energy flowing through my hands; I do feel
this energy at times. I sometimes give massages too; and here again, folks
have told me they feel something special about my hands. “I have a nice
touch, they often say.”
You can be an instrument of the Holy Spirit, too. Allow your own hands be
special, too, so that you can give the precious gift of your love through your
hands to your children, to your spouse, to an elderly parent, or to a sick friend.
Let me suggest to you how to do that. Your hands are a projection outward
of your intention. Of you love. Of the focus of your mind and heart, giving
all of your attention to this person in front of you and nothing else or no one
else.
One problem with human touch that arises is that when we are angry at
someone, we don't want to touch them or be touched by them. Yet, the
interesting thing is that if we give the hug anyway, the angry feeling can often
drain away the conflict.

And then there’s that special kind of touch that is of a sexual
nature, I think it is important to ask yourself--if you are sexually active--if the
touch you experience during sex is mutual. Do you and your partner give and
receive touch about equally? If your partner wants you to do most of the
touching, that's not quite fair; you are depriving yourself of the touch you
need and deserve. Likewise, if you demand that your partner do all the
touching and you give very little in return, that is not quite fair either.
Consider balancing your experience of touching and being touched. Talk
about this with your partner.
And you know, God has his ways of touching us, too. There have been
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moments that I feel certain that God hugged me." At such moments, I feel
joyous sensations in my body and spirit that are very similar to being hugged
by a person in the body. Sometimes my whole body tingles with joy when I
contemplate how good God is to me!

So the human power of touch is a precious gift.
A gift that we can receive and also give. But it takes awareness to be given or
received fully. When you touch another or allow yourself to be touched, open
your awareness, open your feelings to a wonderful gift often taken for granted.
And now a little addendum . . . .
I had not acquired my first dog Shivvy until 1997, so the benefits of touch
between humans and animals had not occurred to me at the time of writing
this reflection in 1993. But it’s a known fact that a few minutes’ caressing or
playing with a dog or cat can lower one’s blood pressure, aid with depression
and provide companionship for one who lives alone as I do.
+ + + +
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