
Whatever it takes! 

THE BROKEN PLACES 

 

In my experience, when the Jehovah witnesses come to the door the first thing 

they do is to ask a question. The question they ask is: “Are you happy with the 

way the world is?”  So…the question is…are you? 

My best guess is most, if not all of us would answer “No!” to that question.  

There’s a lot wrong in the world isn’t there?  We sometimes describe the world 

as being a broken world, don’t we?  Many of us know the pain of living in a 

broken world. We know the pain of losing a loved one in a broken world where 

our bodies eventually give up and stop.  We know the pain of a broken 

relationship because we are all flawed people.  We know what it’s like to have 

a dream broken and the direction of the future changed irrevocably. We know 

the pain of losing a job in a broken economy that’s gone wrong through no 

fault of our own.  We know the pain of not being able to make the finances 

work. We know the pain other people’s choices sometimes have on us which 

throw us into second choice worlds.  We see, sometimes, maybe clearly, 

maybe falteringly the unfairness that so often pervades communities and 

people groups, nations and continents…some have abundance while others 

have nothing.  We see, perhaps hear about injustices, the abuse of power, the 

effects of greed and selfishness in much of our world.  We live in a broken 

world, and in a broken world there are a lot of broken places.   

Maybe right now, here today, we inhabit a broken place; a relationship that’s 

not good; a future that is insecure; finances that are out of control; an illness 

that won’t get better; a body that’s grinding to a halt; a job that’s not good or 

not there. The world is not all bad, but there are lots of broken places.  

There are lots of broken places in the in-between places.  We talked about the 

in-between places being where two worlds meet.  In-between places are not 

your world or mine, or the world of the people we meet there, they are in-

between our world and someone else’s world.  They are not places we live but 



places we meet and although we don’t live there, we do spend most of our 

lives in in-between places.  

 In the ancient world the market place was a significant in-between place, and 

in the ancient world the market place was a dirty place.  The ancient world 

was, of course, a time way before our present time of obsessive hygiene.  They 

were places where everyone was tightly packed together in narrow, crowded 

streets.  You stood, squashed in with a complete ragtag group of people, 

coughing, spluttering, sneezing…all handling produce of every description until 

someone, eventually decided to buy it. 

When we went to Thailand last year, we stopped at the large market just 

outside Bangkok on our journey back to the airport, my goodness that was an 

experience.  There was pretty much everything for sale somewhere. There was 

an outside market surrounding a shopping mall. The inside mall was as we 

would expect – sanitised, proper shops!  Outside – it was a completely 

different thing.  There were many different animals for sale which were, I 

think, being sold as pets – although I’m not entirely sure.  There was a 

cockfighting ring amongst the stores and stalls; there was food of all sorts just 

waiting for us to try some, and then buy some.  There was a pungent smell that 

almost made you want to hold your nose; it was full of noise and hustle and 

bustle. 

In the Cameroon I’ve seen market stalls in Wum where food is all laid out for 

you to pick up, turn over, and put back if it’s not to your liking.  In the ancient 

world there was no convenient packaging of joints or cuts of meat, or a meat 

counter where the butcher would assist your choice from behind a 

temperature controlled counter! The meat was butchered alright, but then it 

was thrown on the stall for you to rummage through and find the bit you 

wanted, after, or course, others had rummaged through and found theirs!  

Someone would have the job of trying at least, in the heat of the day, to keep 

the flies off long enough to sell it to you. 

Well-bred people, of course, avoided the market if they could, it was simply 

revolting, distasteful: viruses, illness, plague all lived there.  The Pharisees were 

careful, well-bred people who would, if they could, avoid the market. But if 

they did have to venture there they had rituals to reduce any risk.  For them 



though, avoiding the market wasn’t so much about getting ill, although 

unknown to them their rituals helped them in not getting ill… it wasn’t that 

kind of uncleanness they worried about.  For them it was about moral, 

religious and spiritual uncleanness.   

You see physical illness was understood by them to be a threat to intimacy 

with God.  Certain kinds of food were not just a threat to the body; they might 

alienate them from God himself.  So why would they want to put themselves at 

risk in the market place? 

Mark writes about the market place, 

The Pharisees and some of the teachers of the law who had come from 

Jerusalem gathered around Jesus 
2 

and saw some of his disciples eating 

food with hands that were defiled, that is, unwashed. 
3 

(The Pharisees 

and all the Jews do not eat unless they give their hands a ceremonial 

washing, holding to the tradition of the elders. 
4 

When they come from 

the marketplace they do not eat unless they wash. And they observe 

many other traditions, such as the washing of cups, pitchers and kettles) 

5 
So the Pharisees and teachers of the law asked Jesus, “Why don’t your 

disciples live according to the tradition of the elders instead of eating 

their food with defiled hands?” (Mark 7 v 1-5) 

What Mark writes here would be absolutely no surprise to any Jew. The 

Pharisees and teachers of the law are not offended by the lack of hygiene here 

and neither would any Jew be.  What offends them, all of them, Jews and 

Pharisees and teachers, is the flagrant violation of moral standards.  They have, 

the disciples, broken established ceremonies and tradition.  The market place 

is dirty and they need to get clean.  Mark though wants to make another, very 

powerful point, and he does it by writing something else before this bit about 

the market place. 

53 
When they had crossed over, they landed at Gennesaret and anchored 

there. 
54 

As soon as they got out of the boat, people recognized Jesus. 
55 

They ran throughout that whole region and carried the sick on mats to 

wherever they heard he was. 
56 

And wherever he went—into villages, 

towns or countryside—they placed the sick in the marketplaces. They 

begged him to let them touch even the edge of his cloak, and all who 

touched it were healed.   (Mark 6 v 53-56) 



Now this is shocking!  Look what has been dragged into the market place!  

And, shockingly, look who’s touching it!  People are openly coming and placing 

sick people in the market place, so now we have dirty on dirty.  Remember 

illness, as far as good Jews and Pharisees are concerned, is some kind of 

punishment from God.  Remember Job?  As far as his friends were concerned 

Job must have sinned to suffer the way he did.   

By bringing the sick to the market place it only serves to reinforce the truth 

that market places should be avoided by holy people!  If you do have to go 

there, you have to make sure you get ritually clean afterwards to protect you 

and keep God on your side!  That Mark puts these two texts together and 

implies not cleaning at all, says something scandalous.  It shows just how 

radical Jesus was – he changed the rules!  Maybe the challenge for us is that 

this really is a template for how the church should be: wherever Jesus went, so 

the kingdom of God went.   

Market places are common in-between places.   Trouble is the church has 

generally avoided the market places – places where cultures, classes, rich and 

poor, old and young, the good and the bad, the beautiful and the sordid 

intersect and come together.  We are so afraid of being contaminated we 

make, at best little forays in, and then retreat. But Jesus, into these broken 

places, comes with healing and that’s because the kingdom of God brings 

healing: the lame walk; the blind see; the mute speak; the deaf hear; the 

foolish become wise; the cowardly brave; the mean, generous; the angry taste 

peace; bitter people forgive; the joyless become joyful; the hopeless find hope! 

How might it look if we as a church went to the market place? 

John was a priest in Kronstadt, Russia, in the mid-to-late nineteenth century.  

That was a time and place of dirty marketplaces.  Imperial Russia was 

decadent, rotting beneath its own weight, and the streets were dangerous, rife 

with poverty and depravity.  Crime ran amok.  Alcoholism was rampant.  

Prostitutes crowded the corners, thieves the alleys.  There was no safe place, so 

most people who weren’t part of that world didn’t venture out into it.  Most of 

the clergy, used to a life of privilege and status, used what waning powers they 

had to insulate themselves from the widespread peril and hardship. 

Not so Father John.  His daily practice was to don his robe and descend into the 

meanest part of the city.  He’s walk among the addicts and the predators, the 

whores and the thieves, the orphans and the widows, and he did it with healing 

in his wings.  He would find the most broken and dissolute man or woman he 



could track down, lying in a gutter or standing on a street corner.  He would 

cup their chin in his large hand and lift their face so they were looking directly 

in his eyes.  “This,” he would say, meaning this way of life, this means of 

survival, this condition I found you in, “this is beneath your dignity.  You were 

created to house the glory of the living God.”  

Father John, in his lifetime, was called the Pastor of All Russia.  And everywhere 

he went, revival came with him.
1
 

Perhaps the challenge for us is that unless we dwell in the market place, we 

cannot bring healing in the broken places. And what we have to offer is 

bringing to wholeness broken people. That’s what Jesus did, that’s what 

happens in the kingdom of God.   

I read a very helpful application of a very familiar story in John chapter 9 that I 

think is massively helpful as we think about what this looks like in our lives. 

As he went along, he saw a man blind from birth. 
2 

His disciples asked 

him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born 

blind?” 

3 
“Neither this man nor his parents sinned,” said Jesus, “but this 

happened so that the works of God might be displayed in him. 
4 

As long 

as it is day, we must do the works of him who sent me. Night is coming, 

when no one can work. 
5 

While I am in the world, I am the light of the 

world.” (John 9 v 1-5) 

Here again the disciples take the view that sin in someone’s life is the issue: 

who is the cause of this man’s blindness?  Jesus says that’s not the issue. Jesus 

says the issue is one of purpose: so that this man might be a showcase of God’s 

glory!  But if I’m honest I struggle with that – don’ you?  This man has been 

blind just so one day God might show up and show off to impress people who 

might or might not believe? 

Here’s a slightly different translation which helps me: 

“Neither this man nor his parent’s sinned.” said Jesus. “But so that the 

work of God might be displayed in him, we must do the works of him 

who sent me as long as it is day.” 

                                                           
1
 Quoted in: Buchanan M, “Your Church is Too Safe!” Zondervan 2012 page177 



Now, this man’s blindness is not an opportunity for theological 

speculation…it’s an invitation to care, to act, and to live like Jesus, however 

falteringly or blunderingly we might do it.  The key here is the willingness to 

act!  The works of Jesus are many and varied, but it certainly includes the 

willingness to act in the broken places! 

What is a real challenge is that it’s only Jesus who saw the blind man – no one 

else appears to!  There are plenty of hurting people, the question is how well 

do we see them?  The truth about this world is that nothing is really as it 

should be, it really is a broken world. But we are called to go to the broken 

places, the market place…and bring the healing of the kingdom of God! 

You may have noticed that wherever Jesus went he brought healing to broken 

people!  I have to say the healing doesn’t seem to follow me around. Does it 

you?  So right now I’m guessing there’s a tension in this place isn’t there?  We 

want to do what Jesus did, but our experience tells us different.   

There are issues surrounding healing!  The answer is yes … there are!  Healing, 

friends, is always, always a gift. Healing is never a right.  Healing is something 

we ask for humbly; throwing ourselves on the character of God, healing is 

something we look for hopefully, always, trusting in the character of God.  

Healing is something we receive gratefully, a gift from a generous and loving 

God.  Healing is not something we can demand, neither is it something we can 

expect.   

Perhaps sometimes we demand God to heal in a desperate bid to protect 

God’s reputation.  Friends, he doesn’t need us to try to protect his reputation.  

Sometimes, in another bid to protect God’s reputation, we back so far off 

healing that we don’t even ask anymore!  Friends, faith is part of asking! 

Friends, as we go out into the broken places, into the market places, into all 

the in-between places, we go with the healing that the kingdom of God brings. 

And I think we would do well to follow the example of three guys who lived a 

long time ago.  These three guys spoke what I think are the most profound 

words ever spoken by normal human being.  Shadrach, Meshach and 

Abednego were about to be thrown into a furnace for not bowing down to king 

Nebuchadnezzar. Their response to the kings threat, is this: “We do not need 

to defend ourselves before you in this matter.  If we are thrown into the 

blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it, and he will rescue 

us from your hand O king.  But even if he does not, we want you to know, O 



king, we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up.  

(Daniel  3 v 16 & 17.   ) 

Friends as we go to the broken places, the market places, the in-between 

place, let us go with the boldness that “our God is able.”  But let us go too with 

the humility that, “even if he does not,” we will still go, still see, still ask…We 

will not stop serving him, praying in his name, caring for the broken ones in the 

broken places...because he loves them, because he loves them, because he 

loves….. 

      Amen. 
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