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The Sacred with  Skin On

Anointing and Blessing Rituals 

 
Note:  This sermon was originally preached with 
accompanying photos that depicted biblical 
images, as well as images of anointing and 
blessing in worship services and through the use 
of prayer shawls.  
 
Focus: The rituals of anointing and blessing are 
an embodiment of the profound love of God for 
the individual in the midst of community.  
 
Function: Help the congregation to gain 
understanding about the reasons for these rituals, 
and gain comfort with them.  
 
 
 
Introduction 
  
Psalm 23 is perhaps not the most likely text to 
choose for a sermon on anointing and blessing. If 
we want to explore the ancient practices of 
anointing, laying on of hands, and other physical 
forms of blessing, there would be other texts that 
speak more directly to these acts of worship. 
However, whenever I think of anointing, I think of 
Psalm 23, for this is a Psalm with a metaphor that 
is deeply physical and thoroughly embodied. It 
deals with food, water, safety, fear, welcome, and 
care. I chose this passage because it speaks to 
me about the profound reason that we engage in 
physical rituals like anointing and blessing as a 
church community. Because they make real the 
love and care of God in ways that words and 
ideas cannot.  
 
Both the Jewish and Christian scriptures draw 
heavily from real life experience. The metaphors 
we find are grounded in the concrete experiences 
of our physical world, which is why they 
communicate so deeply. The Shepherd doesn't 

just speak ideas, or talk about what it means to 
heal a sheep. The Shepherd lays hands on the 
sheep, and by doing so proclaims that the sheep 
is worth it! The Shepherd anoints the sheep and 
brings healing. The Shepherd sends the sheep 
out with the knowledge that the Shepherd has 
offered love and care, and can be trusted to do 
so again and again. The Shepherd is the 
embodiment of God.  
 
 
God with skin on  
 
Jesus, often called the Good Shepherd, has been 
referred to as God with skin on. Emmanuel, God 
with us. God made real to us in flesh and bone. A 
gift to a world filled with people who can 
experience life no other way. We are physical 
beings, and we experience and come to 
understand the world through our bodies. We 
cannot be reduced to our bodies, but who we are 
also depends upon our bodies. And so the rituals 
of anointing, laying on of hands, and offering 
blessings through physical acts acknowledges 
that we require the physical in order to make 
connection with the holy.   
 
So we engage in these physical rituals, because 
we are physical beings. Our pain, our joy, our 
suffering, our fear, all happen within physical 
bodies. As much as we have often tried to 
separate ourselves from our bodies, upholding 
our spiritual selves over the physical, trying to 
eliminate every possible reminder of our 
physicality by removing all pain and hiding all of 
our bodily functions, save eating. We cannot be 
detached from our physical selves.  
 
Nor should we. Jesus, God with skin on, lived as 
a fully human being in relationship with other fully 

 

 



human beings. He ate with them, slept in their 
homes, laid healing hands on them, gathered 
them in his arms and taught them using stories 
that spoke to their lives as physical beings. 
Jesus, through his very existence, communicated 
that bodies matter, healthy bodies, and confused 
bodies and broken and bruised bodies matter. 
And then he died a physical death. And it was not 
only his spirit that his community was concerned 
with, it was also his body. The body who touched 
them and held them and ate with them, the body 
that was tortured, shed tears, shed blood. But 
then there was resurrection. And as Mindy 
Makant says, "The promise of the resurrection4 
is that not only do broken and bruised bodies 
matter, broken and bruised bodies are being 
made new" (164).   
 
And so anointing, laying on of hands, covering 
the suffering with a shawl woven full of prayer are 
intentionally embodied acts performed on behalf 
of the church, on behalf of Christ, communicating 
the profound message that each of us matters. 
 
 
Connection  
 
And we don't just matter as individuals, we matter 
within communities. Whether we are gathering in 
worship to pray and lay hands on one called to 
particular ministry, or whether a pastor or deacon 
is presenting a prayer shawl at a bedside, our 
rituals are acts that attempt to connect or 
reconnect us to one another and to God.   
 
That's why these rituals are so often used to 
commission people. In the story of Barnabas and 
Saul we read "While they were worshipping the 
Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, ‘Set apart 
for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I 
have called them.’ Then after fasting and praying 
they laid their hands on them and sent them off." 
(Acts 13:2-3).  Agh! The fear of going out into the 
unknown, to minister, to serve, to do God knows 
what! Even if we have a sense of peace, that we 
are doing what we have been called to do, it can 
feel lonely, and scary. This summer we 
commissioned our Faith Formation leaders, and 
those going on Mennonite Central Committee 
and Christian Peacemaker Teams assignments, 
because we wanted them to know that they enter 
into their tasks with the love and support of a 
community.  
 
So we anoint and bless folks as we commission 
them for service, but we also do so for people 
who are suffering, people who are experiencing 
illness, or grief, or challenges they feel ill 
equipped to face. And in these situations the gift 
is, according to Makant, that "The practice of 
anointing refuses the isolation of suffering" (167). 
In Matthew 8, Jesus heals a leper. A leper 

separated from his community, forced to keep his 
distance, not allowed to participate in worship. 
And Jesus touched him, and in doing so, he not 
only healed him, but brought him back to his 
community. The touch we offer in anointing isn't 
magical, the oil we use does not in and of itself, 
heal. But the touch we offer refuses the isolation 
of suffering. The touch that is offered 
communicates relationship between the giver and 
the receiver and it is rooted in relationship with 
God. It communicates that suffering cannot divide 
us from the love of Christ. 
 
 
We are welcome 
 
Alongside creating connection, anointing and 
blessing also communicate welcome. When I 
read Psalm 23, I have a habit of reading it with 
the sheep/shepherd metaphor from start to finish. 
I don't know why, I just do. But there's actually a 
shift in verse 5 where the psalmist moves to 
speaking of God as host. Preparing a table, and 
anointing the guests. Acts of hospitality. When we 
invite one another to receive anointing and laying 
on of hands, we seek to embody the hospitality of 
Christ. We seek to communicate the welcome of 
God.  
 
And part of that communication of welcome is 
always invitation. Jesus frequently offered healing 
and care through physical touch, but only when it 
was welcome and appropriate. We don't hear in 
scripture that Jesus specifically asked to touch 
people, but neither do we ever encounter Jesus 
forcing or cajoling people, not that I can recall 
anyway.  Which means that accepting the offer of 
physical blessing, is always open to choice. We 
are not always in a place where we feel 
comfortable receiving the touch of others, and 
that is okay.  
 
 
To heal  
 
As physical beings, much of our pain is directly 
linked to our bodies or the bodies of others and 
so, when we are ready, gentle touch can begin to 
communicate a new truth, a truth that not all 
touch is painful, a truth that even in the midst of 
the physical pain that often comes with illness or 
grief, there can be touch that brings comfort and 
peace. Stroking the hand of a loved one, while 
we sit by their bedside. Gently rubbing a child's 
back when they are sick or afraid. Holding 
someone in our arms when they are wracked with 
sobs of grief. We know that touch can 
communicate in ways that words often cannot.  
 
This is the gift we seek to offer in our prayer 
shawl ministry. Individuals in our congregation 
use their hands to pray and the result is soft, 



warm shawls, knitted or crocheted full of 
blessings. Blessings for healing, for comfort, for 
connection. These shawls surround bodies, 
embracing them with love and care on behalf of 
Christ and the Church.  
 
When we anoint, or offer prayers involving touch, 
we seek to communicate the presence and 
profound love of Christ who understands the 
depth of human suffering and in this way we hope 
to continue the process of healing, the process of 
becoming whole. 
 
 
Proclaim truth 
 
And that is a profound truth. The fact that healing 
and wholeness is possible, that death and pain 
will not overcome us, is the truth of the 
incarnation. Anointing and blessing has the 
potential to be a powerful experience, because as 
an embodied action, performed in the name of 
Jesus Christ, it proclaims truth.  
 
A couple of years ago, I invited my Sunday 
school class of grade 2 and 3 children to receive 
anointing. This was new for them, so I left it very 
open for them to decline. And before I could get 
up off the floor, a line of children, jostling for 
position, formed in front of me. There they stood, 
hands swiping their bangs back in preparation to 
receive the blessing of God. To encounter the 
embodied truth that they were chosen, that they 
were beloved. A number of weeks later I heard 
from a parent that one of the children had been 
very upset Sunday afternoon and evening, and 
while getting ready for bed it came out that 
another child had wiped off his blessing. Through 
his tears, his mother, unsure of what to do, 
placed her finger on her son's forehead and 
made the sign of the cross and his features 
relaxed as his mother's touch reminded him of 
the truth he had received.   
 
During our sexuality series in February, we 
offered anointing in an attempt to embody the 
healing and compassionate love of God, but also 
to proclaim the truth that each of us is created in 
the image of God, each of us is created good. 
When we anointed the hands of our Out of the 
Cold workers and rained cool water on the 
congregation, we did so to proclaim the truth of 
what we all desired to do, and to cleanse and 
prepare the hands that would go out to proclaim 
the truth, through word and deed, that each guest 
matters.  
 
In John 12, Mary anoints Jesus' feet, and in doing 
so proclaims that he is chosen, he is the 
Messiah, the anointed one. When Jesus healed 
the leper, he proclaimed through his touch the 
truth that not one of us is untouchable. Through 

the touch of anointing and blessing we proclaim 
truth to lies, healing to trauma, courage and 
support in the face of fear and uncertainty. These 
rituals intentionally embody the truth of the 
resurrection, announcing the redemptive and 
healing work of Jesus in the world.   
 
The ministry of the church, the sacred blessing of 
God is not only communicated through ideas on a 
page or through the words we speak, but through 
sacred touch, through the smear of everyday oil, 
through hands placed reverently on shoulders, 
through the weave of soft yarn. Through these 
rituals of blessing we seek to communicate the 
mystery that is God’s great love for us. We 
attempt, in some small way, to make the 
intangible tangible.  The sacred4with skin on.  
 
 
Invitation and Instructions 
 
Just as the Good Shepherd gathered up each 
sheep in his arms, protecting them from harm, 
anointing them so they might be made whole, so 
each one of us is gathered up in the arms of 
Jesus, God with us. It is my prayer that as we 
enter into a time of anointing together, that the 
mysterious love of God would be made real 
through the touch of a hand and the prayers of a 
community.  
 
Again, the ritual of anointing is one to which you 
are invited. If you sense that you would like to 
receive anointing, then we invite you to do so. If 
you do not, feel free to remain in your seats. We 
will engage in congregational singing throughout.  
 
Today we will offer the gift of anointing with oil as 
a sign that each of us is God’s beloved, chosen 
and held by the Good Shepherd. We invite you to 
simply slip out of your row and come up the 
center aisle. We will speak words, that we pray 
will become words of truth for you, and then 
anoint you with oil, making the sign of the cross 
on your forehead. If you would prefer us to anoint 
your hand, simply let us know by holding out your 
hand. You can return to your seats using the side 
aisles. All are welcome from the youngest child to 
the oldest adult. If coming forward doesn’t work 
for you, feel free to raise your hand and one of 
our deacons will anoint you while you remain 
seated.  
 
 
Come receive the gift of sacred blessing 
The holy love of God 
Made real  
Among us 
Here 
Now 
 
Amen, let it be so. 



 
Words spoken by those offering anointing: 
 
"[Name], you are God’s beloved, chosen and held 
in the arms of the Good Shepherd." 
 
 
After anointing is done: 
 
Leader:  Shepherd of us all, you have called 
us into your fold 
 
People:  when we are lost or confused 
 
Leader:  You restore us, O God. 
 
All:   In your loving arms, we are made 
whole. 
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