
S U N S T O N E

I CAN’T REALLY SEPARATE SAM COOKE’S MELLI-
fluous voice from the woman he sings about in his gospel
song, “Touch the Hem of His Garment.” As he glides from

one note to another, he makes faith and music sound effort-
less:

There was a woman in the Bible days
Who had been sick, sick so very long.
Well, she heard Jesus was passing by,
So she joined the gathering throng.
While she was pushing her way through,
Someone asked, “What are you trying to do?”
She said, “If I could just touch the hem of his garment,
I know I’ll be made whole.”

She spent her money here and there
Until she had no more to spare.
The doctors they done all they could,
But their medicine would do no good.
When she touched him, the Savior didn’t see.
Still he turned around and said, “Somebody touched me.”
She said, “It was I who touched the hem of your garment
So I could be made whole again.”

Despite years of suffering and disappointment, this un-
named woman approaches Jesus, confident that he can heal
her. I imagine a pure, hopeful energy flowing from her as she
reaches out to touch his robes. And we know that her faith
changes him. Jesus asks, “Who touched me?” for he feels some
virtue leave him. Somehow in this brief interaction, the
woman is also changed: her bleeding stops. Though this mir-
acle has an audience, the alchemy that takes place in both
people is private and therefore somehow sacred.

Despite the story’s inherent mystery and intimacy,
Christians often use this miracle to teach definitive lessons
about faith. I don’t remember whether as a child I simply
heard healing stories this way or was taught how to interpret
them. But I do know that early on, I decided that having faith
meant that we get what we really need and want. After all, as
soon as this sick woman touches Jesus’ garment, “the fountain
of her blood [dries] up; and she [feels] in her body that she [is]
healed of her illness.” In 1 Samuel, a sorrowful, barren
woman—Hannah—promises that if God will let her conceive
a child, she will give her baby to God. In the next verse, she’s
nursing her newborn son. 

When I heard these fantastic stories about desires being ful-
filled, I did not have any way of mitigating their meaning.
Reading them as literary analogies or spiritual metaphors does
not come naturally to a child. So, I concluded that true faith is
about visible, positive results. In fact, I internalized these sto-
ries and believed that my faith could control the outcome of
my life and perhaps others’ lives as well.

Adults often speak endearingly and sometimes enviously of
children’s absolute confidence that the spiritual is real. I know
a four-year-old who recently wrote a birthday invitation to
Jesus; her main concern was making sure she got the right ad-
dress on the envelope. She never questioned his availability.
On her way to visit her grandparents, this same girl looked out
her airplane window and was sure she saw Jesus among the
clouds. The hemorrhaging woman in the bible and my little
friend have absolute confidence in God’s existence and power.
Angels are as real as fruit on the breakfast table.

P ERHAPS IT IS not a coincidence that I was asked to act
out a short skit of the bleeding woman for the children
at church. Dressed in a bathrobe and headscarf, I

walked haltingly with my head bowed. I held my stomach as if
in pain. I had little trouble identifying with this woman’s dis-
comfort and frustration, for I myself had been bleeding almost
every day since my father’s death just months before. And as
with the woman in the story, “the doctors, they done all they
could, but their medicine would do no good.” Ultrasounds
had not revealed the cause, and no diet or drugs had been able
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to stop the bleeding. Four months before my father’s death, I
had given birth to a stillborn daughter and had not been able
to conceive again.

While reaching out, pretending to touch the hem of Jesus’s
garment, I considered my own faith. Like a fisherman, I had
tended to my nets, daily tossing them out to sea, always
hoping to haul in a catch. Perhaps a cure, a pregnancy. The
more often I cast, the more desperate I became for a return. As
I examined my seines at the end of my hard day’s work, all I
saw were empty nets whose hemp, heavy with sea water,
seemed to mock my efforts to believe. In the skit, I put my
own story aside and completed the story as Mark wrote it. I
reached out to touch a garment,
let go of my abdomen, slowly
straightened, and beamed with
grateful joy at the miracle of re-
stored health. I took a bow as the
children clapped.

I DO NOT doubt the veracity
of miracles recounted in
these, nor do I doubt other

people’s narratives of miracles and
faith. What I question, now that
two loved ones have died and my
nets come in empty despite all my
efforts and prayers for another
child, is how we as Christians de-
fine faith and how we treat our-
selves and God as we prayerfully
cast our nets.

Consider the time Peter is
caught in a storm. He sees Jesus
walking on the water. Unsure but
hopeful that he does indeed see
this phenomenal sight, Peter says,
“Lord, if it is you, tell me to come
to you over the water.” Jesus
beckons him, and Peter “[steps]
down from the boat, and walk[s]
over the water towards Jesus.”
Like the bleeding woman, Peter approaches his Master
without assessing the costs or evaluating the risks. He sees,
loves, and believes. Then something happens: Peter sees the
strength of the gale and is seized with fear. Beginning to sink,
he screams for help. 

I have always read this story, as Matthew, the writer, invites
us to: that Peter suddenly lacks faith in Jesus. I do not dismiss
this reading, but I wonder about another possibility. Once
there is visible evidence of his faith—his ability to walk on
water—perhaps Peter becomes aware of what his faith can do.
Perhaps this awareness shifts his focus from his Savior to 
himself. Could Peter’s self-consciousness actually sever the
connection he has with Jesus? Might his walking on the water
falsely assure him that his own faith, not Jesus himself, is all he
needs? Of course I don’t know—only Peter and Jesus do.

John the Revelator tells about a group of angry Sadducees
and Pharisees bringing to Jesus a woman who has been caught
in adultery. Eager to see how this so-called Son of God would
be loyal to the law that requires the woman to be stoned, the
men wait for a response. Jesus “stoop[s] down, and with his
finger [writes] on the ground, as though he heard them not.”
Dissatisfied with whatever has been written in the dirt, the ac-
cusers continue their questioning to which Jesus responds,
“He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone at
her” and again stoops down to write something in the dirt.
John reports that the men leave. Jesus forgives the woman and
asks her to sin no more. The brief story tells us a series of

events, but we do not know how
or why they occurred, for what
was written in the dirt remains as
mysterious as does the transfor-
mation of each soul. No archeo-
logical dig or eloquent sermon
will reveal it; the wind has blown
away that text, forbidding us to
codify this story.

D O I HAVE the courage
not to require a transla-
tion of that message nor

certain results from my earnest
prayers and still see my faith as
vibrant and real? When my father
was diagnosed with cancer, I was
reckless with my faith. I believed
that cancer and the process of
writing his memoirs might
somehow prompt my emotion-
ally cautious father to express his
feelings. I also had faith that a
special diet, nutritional supple-
ments, and prayer would combat
the cancer. As my father’s health
steadily declined, my faith
shifted. I believed what has been
affirmed by writers of near-death

experiences is true: the dead are happy to be with God, and
they regularly communicate with and influence the living. Two
days before my father died, I asked him to take good care of
my daughter who had died and to help send us another child.
He embraced me, and his eyes shone with promise. After I
dared to utter my last request—that he visit me on our shared
birthday—he said, “Oh, Mary, don’t get your hopes up. I have
no idea how things work up there.” Despite all of my prayers,
cancer was killing my father, and his caution was still strongly
intact.

I was on duty the night he died. My father’s raspy and infre-
quent breaths indicated that his death was near. I notified my
brothers and mother. As we sat together with my father, min-
utes seemed to pass between his breaths. We wondered
whether the long lapses meant death. And then the end came,
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and we were able to see the difference—the stillness in the
room and the blue tint to his skin. In the weeks before his
death, I had harbored a secret hope that when he was gone, his
spirit would comfort me, or that his death would cloak me in
peace, or that I would feel especially close to my family.
Instead I felt empty, cold, and alone. I was devastated, not only
because my dear father was dead but because I felt no shafts of
grace or light; instead the heavens and my heart were mute.

N OW I DREAM about my father frequently. Most of
the dreams are about his coming back to visit. In
them, I am delighted and surprised he has returned

and relish holding his hand and talking with him. On most
days, I feel his love and wisdom coursing through me and can
remember his wit, chuckle, and raised eyebrows. When I read
letters he had written or gaze at a photograph, I can instantly
recall his voice and remember what it felt like to be with him.
I have cast my nets expecting one thing—that my father
would survive cancer, or that he would bring me news from
heaven. Instead, my catch has been a discovery that only death
could bring: my father shaped and loved my soul and he’s with
me as often as I remember to be with myself.

I now think of how heartbreaking it was for me to bleed al-
most every day for months and months. I interpreted the
blood as a failure of my faith that God would heal my body
and give me a child. Then, one morning, I remembered the
woman caught in adultery. That morning, the blood became
not a sign that my faith had failed nor that God had aban-
doned me; it became the writing in the dirt. I finally under-
stood that translating the message was not the answer; ac-
cepting its mystery was. What did it say to me? I cannot say,
but I do know that once my husband and I decided to stop
rushing to the fertility clinic and begging God for a baby, we
both envisioned the same future: we would travel to China to
find our daughter. Two days after we whispered our first
prayer for her well-being, my eighteen months of bleeding
came to an end. Finally I was whole. I was released from my
catch-22 relationship with God and my body; my faith in God
was not conditioned on a pregnancy.

I STILL THINK of the bleeding woman and of her out-
stretched hand. Now I wonder whether her faith was not so
much that Jesus would heal her body but that he would

make her whole. I now imagine that she and Jesus knew that
her blood “drying up” was a metaphor for the change that oc-
curred in her as she reached out to receive whatever he gave her. 

Now, as I look at my own nets, I feel differently about them..
I miss my father and daughter and mourn my empty womb. I
watch the ocean water moving in and out of the net’s spaces
and feel the salty wind dry my lips and whip my hair. In the
water, I see fish that will very likely always elude my grasp and
know that other people will catch what I have prayed for. I let
the wind move my boat to places I had not planned on nor
asked for. Faith moves me, not mountains.
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SAILING

For Richard

He is alone
when his yacht overturns. Immersed,
he is pulled by a tide
against his will, riding
the ocean’s deeper swells.
He releases plans for dinner tonight, . . .
his wife’s face,
her voice reminding, . . . 
tennis tomorrow . . . knows
at the office he’ll be replaced.

Remembering something he read, 
he clutches his knees, bobs
in the current, a jellyfish—no longer aware
that he’s freezing.

In a dream he sees tipped bows,
swaying masts, a landsman
in yellow slicker walking the quay. Gulls
on boomerang wing
curve back to the fold from the storm’s unreason.

On a steep hillside, he watches sheep,
hears pipes from a distant meadow,
and follows the hues of red
as they thread cloud currents,
shade into blue night.
He herds his flock to the rock shelter. Each
by each, as they enter the fold,
he touches their fleece 
and dreams again
of sailing by sea to a distant land where,
no longer alone, he listens
for a voice he has always known.

—JUDITH IRWIN
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