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It is very hard to live 12 years without anyone being able to touch you. All female children this society are brought up knowing and understanding the rituals which we all will have to keep after we reach puberty. We know that the law says we must be separated from our community every 30 days, because we are ritually impure. For 7 days any place we sit or lie we will make impure, and if anyone else sits or lies there, they also will become impure. We cannot be lovers without tainting those we love. For 5 more days we have to wait before we can take the ritual bath, the Mikveh on the evening of the 12th day. For some women these 12 days are 12 days of freedom, for others they are days of loss. For 12 years, my days of impurity have been never ending. My days have been days of loss.
My husband and I were married when I was just 12 years old. I was still a child, just a woman. For the first few years everything was fine. My husband is older than I, and he treated me with kindness and patience, and I enjoyed being a married woman. But then my cycles became closer than the proscribed 30 days, and the blood was present for longer than the proscribed 7 days, so the law demanded that I have to have 7 clear days. But then the cycle would begin again, and there would be no respite from my period of impurity. We tried everything that we could; the Rabbi said prayers, the doctors prescribed herbs, we went to every travelling healer who came near the village. We travelled to Jerusalem so that we could make sacrifice in the Temple, and still there was no respite. I think it was harder on my husband than on me. I was just so tired all the time, that just getting through some days was a chore, and to get a good night’s sleep was bliss. I don’t know whether my husband remained faithful to me during all these years. He had a couple of business trips; I never asked him, and he never told me. I could not blame him if he strayed. 
One day, when all hope was just about gone; my husband came rushing in to the house. He had just been told that the Teacher Jesus of Nazareth was going to be passing the village. We had heard lots of stories about his healing powers. Perhaps he could heal me, when everyone else had failed. I threw a scarf over my head, gathered all my strength, and followed him out to the road which links our village to the rest of the world. There we found a large crowd gathered, and an important official talking with the Teacher. ‘Go’ my husband said, and gave me a little push. I stumbled a step and turned back to him. ‘I can’t. I can’t go into this crowd; if anyone touches me they will be impure.’ ‘Don’t worry about that now,’ he hissed, ‘Just go and ask.’ I turned back and took courage in my hands, but just as I nearly reached the spot where he was standing he turned and began to walk away from me, beside the official who had been talking to him. I faltered, but then I thought, if he is such a powerful healer, if I can make other people impure just by touching them, maybe he can make me pure just by a little touch, so I pushed my way up behind him, reached out my hand and touched, just lightly touched, the hem of his robe. I felt as if I had been hit by a bolt of lightening, and I stood rooted to the spot. The crowd surged on around me like a wave breaking over a rock.
But then they stopped, and the whispers began. The teacher says someone has touched him, and they have taken some of his power. I turned to run away, but something held me there; the certainty that what had happened to me was that I had at long last been cured. I had been cured! I held up my head, and strode back into the crowd. Those who knew me stepped out of my way, to avoid touching me, and I came face to face with Jesus of Nazareth. ‘It was me who touched you. And you who have touched me with your healing power. The impurity which has afflicted me for the last 12 years has gone, and I could hug you for it.’ A wry smile touched his face, and he stepped towards me and embraced me. My friends and neighbours looked at each other in astonishment, but quickly began to put two and two together. They began clapping and cheering; for me, for Jesus, for Yahweh who had graciously answered my prayers.
So today, as night begins to fall, seven days from my encounter with Jesus, my sisters and friends took me down to the fast flowing river to perform the ritual of the Mikveh, the ritual bath. They helped me remove my clothes, they touched me, gently and lovingly as the long robe was pulled over my head and the undergarments removed to be washed. They watched me anxiously as I took the Bedikah, the ritual cloth and wiped myself, I held it up, clean and clear at last. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, so I did both, hunkering down as my emotions threatened to overwhelm me. A great cheer went up from the crowd of women who had come to bear witness. My sisters each took an arm and hauled me up, and dragged me, stumbling towards the river. Still holding my arms they walked me into the water. The cold of it on my feet stopped my tears, and I stood up straight. My sisters let go of my arms, and I picked my way towards the middle of the river, where the water flows freely and fast. There I stood for a minute, then quickly lowered myself into the water. The cold took my breath away, and I could swear that my heart stopped for a moment. I took a deep breath and ducked my head under the water, and for what seemed like an eternity I let the cool cleansing, life giving, life restoring water wash away 12 wasted years of impurity. As my breath ran out, I pushed up out of the water, bursting through the surface, opening my arms wide to catch the last rays of the setting sun. As the water cleared my ears I could hear the women around me chanting
“Baruch atah Ha-Shem, Elokeinu Melekh Ha'Olam, asher kidshanu b'mitzvotav v'tzivanu al ha-tevila”
And I joined in “Blessed are you, Yahweh, our God, King of the Universe, who has sanctified us with his commandments, and has commanded us regarding immersion.”
When I turned round to return to the shore, I looked up and saw my husband standing on the bank, downstream, well away from the ritual area. Some of the men from the village were there with him, and I could see that they were slapping him on the back, and shaking his hands.
My sisters pulled me up out of the water, and covered me in a towel. They rubbed me dry, bringing warmth back into my body, touching me, bringing warmth back into my soul. Friends held out clean undergarments, and more held my clean robe. When again I was fully clothed, my still wet hair was brushed. My eldest sister took a step back from me. Looked critically up and down me ‘You’ll do’, she said. Then she stepped forward and took my face in her hands and gently kissed me on the cheek. Then she took my hand and began to lead me towards my husband like a bride towards her bridegroom. And tonight for the first time in 12 years we will truly again be husband and wife, and maybe, just maybe, I am not so old, that we could be blessed with a child in our old age. And all this came about because I had the courage, the hope, the belief, the longing, to reach out and to touch, the hem of the robe of the teacher, Jesus of Nazareth.
