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Healing Handicaps 
Mark 3:1-6 

 
 When Hurricane Maria devastated the island of Puerto Rico last 
September, most Americans on the mainland were riveted by the daily 

news coverage for the first few weeks.  Of all the disastrous storms that tore 
through the Caribbean or the southern U.S. in 2017, Maria was by far the 

worst of the worst.  As we know, the entire island was without power for 
months (some are still without it), communities were cut off from 
immediate assistance, and lives were reduced to a primitive state, including 

the family of our friend, Santiago Hernandez.  Though journalists did their 
best to convey just how terrible it was, unless someone was there to 

experience the desperation and deplorable conditions, no one could 
appreciate how much was destroyed and how many lives were permanently 

affected or even lost. 
 That is, until this past week when a report was published in The New 
England Journal of Medicine that projected the death toll from the 

hurricane is much higher than previously known.  The government claimed 
only 64 victims, far less than many similar calamities.  However, they didn’t 

account for the deaths caused by the resulting conditions which paralyzed 
the island for months.  The new report raises the death toll seventy times to 
an estimated 4600 lives lost between September and December, mostly due 

to the after effects, including a lack of access to medical care or the spread 
of disease through toxic water, a shortage of food, or inadequate shelter.  

Researchers claim that it’s possible, when fully accounted for, the death toll 
could rise above 8,0001--that is, 8,000 American citizens!   

																																																													
1	Sherri	Fink,	“Puerto	Rico’s	Hurricane	Maria	Death	Toll	Could	Exceed	4,000,	New	Study	Estimates,”	The	New	York	
Times,	May	29,	2018.	
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 Yet, even if the death toll is accurately determined, what it doesn’t 
account for is the way this storm has handicapped the population of Puerto 

Rico.  There is no “normal” anymore, at least compared to what it was in 
the past.  Since the economies of Puerto Rico and other islands depend so 

much on tourism, the loss of an entire season is devastating and the long-
term economic impact is virtually incalculable.  Much like what happens in 

many property losses, insurance money dries up, FEMA funds are 
inadequate, and soon there is a significant and permanent drop in the living 
standards and quality of life, particularly for those who lived in moderate-to 

low-income conditions.  For all too many, they enter the realm of the 
working poor, handicapped by circumstances beyond their control.   

Santiago’s daughter, Anna, who is a pastor and sang with her guitar 
for Joanne’s funeral a couple of years ago, suffered a stroke a few months 
back, likely from the stress of her living conditions, requiring Santiago to 

move from Florida to tend to her daily needs.  On a personal level, we can 
relate to the struggle that Santiago’s family is faced with, as both physical 

and economic handicaps have plagued them since the hurricane. 
 I realize, in our society as a rule we don’t refer to social or economic 

problems as handicaps, per se.  They are more likely to be referred to as 
“challenges” or “setbacks”or “obstacles” or “difficult circumstances,” but 
almost always viewed as something people have the power to overcome.  

This could be why it has been hard for Puerto Ricans to generate much 
attention or action from Washington in the months following the storm, 

even though they are U.S. citizens.  The initial sympathy throughout the 
country eventually evolved into an attitude of “deal with your own problems 

like we all do,” as the national focus was redirected to other crises and 
topics.  I suppose, this is understandable, though certainly not excusable.  
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There is an underlying assumption that those involved in (or closer to) the 
situation are the ones who should solve their own problems.  It mirrors our 

American sense of self-reliance. 
 But what if the handicaps are too great to overcome by those who are 

on the suffering end of a disaster?  What if people lack the resources to 
recover or to improve their circumstances, or if their social or family 

situation isn’t correctible?  Isn’t it rather callous to leave victims of 
hardship lacking sufficient means to deal with a crisis, especially when it’s 
ongoing?  Isn’t outside intervention morally justified, if not legally 

warranted?   
One of the great American myths, in my view, is that people are, or 

should be, “self-reliant”—a cultural myth that assumes everyone can 
overcome any handicap life throws at them with hard work, persistence, 
and ingenuity.  It has enough truth in it to make it a myth, but it is blind to 

reality.  It’s rooted in the pioneer spirit that defined this country in past 
generations, along with the Protestant work ethic and the republican (small 

r) concept of personal freedom. 2  Individualism (especially in this era, Ayn 
Rand-style Objectivism, along with libertarianism) promotes this, while 

largely dismissing social responsibility.  As a result, whatever it may be that 
handicaps an individual or an entire class of people is viewed solely as their 
problem to solve and that the only limitations which prevent problems from 

being solved are in the person’s lack of ambition and attitude, in effect 
saying, “Hand-outs only further handicap people from helping themselves!”   

However, the notion of self-reliance is widely overplayed and naïve.  
For one thing, there is no such thing as absolute self-reliance, unless a 

																																																													
2	 Ralph	 Waldo	 Emerson,	 Essays	 and	 Lectures,	 Library	 of	 America,	 1983.	 	 Emerson	 believed	 that	 economic	
obligations	were	 only	 to	 ourselves,	 not	 society.	 	 “Then	 again,	 do	 not	 tell	me,	 as	 a	 good	man	did	 to-day,	 of	my	
obligation	to	put	all	poor	men	in	good	situations.		Are	they	my	poor?”		(pp.	261,	262)	
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person lives off the grid out in the wilderness.  This philosophy makes no 
practical sense living in a society, where everyone is dependent upon 

others.  Life consists of a web of relationships; it’s a matter of social, civic, 
and economic ties and interactions.  Yet, this libertarian myth of 

individualism, independence, autonomy, and self-reliance gets promoted as 
if society is merely a nonessential option (or the government a great evil), 

where social responsibility is an unnecessary burden on personal freedom.  
The truth is, human beings are far more dependent on collective organizing 
and sharing than we realize, and chronic social, economic, and racial 

handicaps exist at every level of society that prevent people from being 
treated fairly in the marketplace of life. 

 Let’s consider for a moment how other disabilities are addressed.  On 
the whole, we are merciful and accommodating.  We don’t expect self-
reliance from those who have physical or developmental limitations, do we?  

We don’t force those with impaired vision to make do without assistance; 
we accommodate for their needs.  We don’t shame those with cognitive 

disorders or Down’s Syndrome.  Of course not.  We recognize their 
limitations and support them—to help them have a better quality of life.   

So, why don’t we extend this same mercy to others who face 
overwhelming odds in life, e.g., chronic poverty, mental illness and 
addictions, or even artificial barriers due to age or race?   The point is, at 

whatever level people are handicapped in society or in individual lives, the 
eyes of faith lead us to see what those obstacles are—what it is that prevents 

any child of God from being able to live at their best—and in so doing, to act 
mercifully, behave empathetically, and help our neighbors as we would 

want to be helped as well.  If we are to be like Jesus, healing handicaps is 
inherent to his gospel. 
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This morning’s story is about a man who needed a helping hand, both 
literally and figuratively.  His hand had become injured in some way, 

rendering it paralyzed and atrophied; but the social effect was far greater 
than even the disability.  In ancient times, every physical malady was 

perceived to have a spiritual backstory—usually meaning God was judging 
and punishing the person for something they had done; thus, with the effect 

that they were then diseased or crippled in some fashion.   
This case likely was no different.  The fact that this man had a 

“withered” or atrophied hand wasn’t just a minor physical inconvenience—

it impacted his entire life, especially in a manual labor-based economy.  
Socially, it was like carrying around in public clear evidence of a divine 

curse.  Without the use of his hands, this man was useless as a laborer.  He 
was left without purposeful action in a world that calculated worth based on 
what you contributed to society.  In other words, he was expendable.  

Associated with that judgment was shame—something that still occurs in 
many settings.  

We can imagine the man’s horror when Jesus asked him to stand up, 
come forward, and uncover his hand for the view of all.  Was Jesus 

exposing the man for what he was—a cursed sinner, seemingly to subject 
him to public scorn?  Was he to become another sermon illustration on 
irresponsibility or laziness—or for how people should overcome their 

problems and make themselves useful?  Would Jesus simply validate the 
shame that society bestows on those with social or economic handicaps? 

On the contrary, Jesus healed him—restored this man’s hand and his 
dignity right there in front of everyone.  And similar to the story of the 

paralytic, Jesus forgave the man’s sins—all the reasons religious people 
justify their exclusion of “sinners” from their community.  This man’s 



6	
	

handicap, which prevented him from living a purposeful life, was mercifully 
addressed by this messenger of God.  As a result, he was given another 

chance at life. 
Maybe that’s the most important take away from this story:  the 

humanitarian nature of divine mercy and grace.  Regardless of 
circumstances, when people lack empathy for others and refuse to offer 

help to someone in need, they diminish the Spirit of God in their own lives 
and any measure of goodness in their own heart.  Mercy begets mercy; 
callousness reaps its own in kind.  In the economy of God, the sheer lack of 

compassion and mercy for others renders a person divinely worthless.   
Friends, there are people in our world who deserve mercy, far more 

than they are shown.  There are those whose spirits and hope have grown 
withered and weary.  There are those who can’t fix themselves because the 
person who may have been able to do it at an earlier time has been lost to 

what they have now become.  Handicaps limit the options and 
opportunities people have from being at their best.  What makes for a good 

society is when it takes care of its own to help them be their best—especially 
among the least of these. 

In the calculus of heaven, we must remember what has made America 
great to the current generation is not our wealth, not our might, not even 
our commitment to freedom.  Instead, it’s been our humanitarian ideals 

and decency toward people, while becoming a society that reflects the 
world’s diversity.  Most of all, it’s been our mercy and compassion reaching 

out to help those who suffer, as written right into the base of the Statue of 
Liberty: 

Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, the 
wretched refuse of your teeming shore.  Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to 
me. 
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That’s what America meant to every immigrant coming into New York 
harbor throughout the generations, including those from Puerto Rico and 

the islands.   
Emma Lazarus’s words echo the gospel that Jesus proclaimed and 

commissioned us to follow.  When we lead with mercy and follow through 
with divine love for all people, when we lift up the value of every human 

being, there will be nothing on earth or in heaven that shall prevent us from 
being the best we can be—as a nation, as a society, and as a people who 
aspire to heal the world of its tragic and nefarious ills. 

     The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes 
     Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT 
     3 June 2018 

  


