THE HANDS THAT TOUCHED THE LORD

A religious play in one act

by Fr. José Carreño SDB

revised by Fr. Kenneth Pereira SDB
Characters (in order of appearance): 

José Sanchez — an old man (about 60 years of age)... a devout Catholic

Pedro
       — a neighbour of José (about 40 years of age)... a communist sympathizer

Il Catalano     — a terrorist (about 40 years old)... a communist and an atheist.

Pablito
       — the grandson of José Sanchez (about 12 years old)... the miracle worker

Police Officer

The year is 1938. The place: Northern Spain. The entire land is in the throes of a bloody civil war in which the Communists, who have the upper hand, are doing much harm to the Christian community... burning down their churches and killing their clergy in hordes. 

This scene is set in the living room of the humble cottage of José Sanchez. At the far end of the stage is a door leading to the street. On the right is another door that leads to an inner room of the cottage. On the left is the fireplace.

Pedro
You know, José, sometimes women are right! Mind you, I would not have said that a week ago. But I’ve changed my mind now. I’m beginning to see that there’s a lot of practical wisdom in the piety of my old lady. Religion isn’t such a bad thing after all. 

José
That’s a remarkable change of outlook...

Pedro
Now don’t you get me wrong! Although I’ve mellowed down, I am still a communist at heart. And I still mildly sympathize with those revolutionaries who’ve been giving the priests a run for their lives.

José
And who’ve burnt down our church?!  Come Pedro, how can you possibly.... (sympathize with such criminals?)

Pedro
(cutting in) Ah no, no. That’s going too far. I have lost all my sympathies for Il Catalano and his gang of brigands. They’ve gone too far this time. They won’t get away with this crime. The law is closing in upon them... and they should soon be hanging for their crime... if what the gazette (newspaper) says is true.

José
Don’t you believe that, Pedro. Those fellows are safe... safe as houses. With all the church treasures that they have stolen, they’ve got more money than they can count. 

Pedro
Haven’t you seen the gazette (newspaper) José?  The Germans have occupied the south of France, and a group of Spanish communists have fallen into their hands. They say that a certain Garcia Marquinez has been caught too!

José
(amazed) Garcia Marquinez?! Why, but that’s none other than Il Catalano!

Pedro
So I am told.  Anyway, they brought him to the Spanish border and handed him over to the police.

José
A sensible thing to do. 

Pedro
(disagreeing) They should have shot him dead on the spot.

José
That would be too quick a death for so brazen a criminal. He will have to pay for every drop of priestly blood that he has spilt in our land. Drop by drop, his own blood must pay for it. (more reflectively) You know, Pedro, God is never in a hurry... but he gets there. Ah yes... he gets there sure enough.

Pedro
In different ways. Il Catalano is headed for the gallows. But me... God has treated me differently. Strange.... He struck down my pride through the hands of a mere boy...your grandson, Pablito.

José
I’m so glad that you are cured, Pedro.

Pedro
So am I, José... and I must repay you for it! I am not very rich... But what is money when I have got my health back? How much do I owe you José?

José
What’s that you say, Pedro? How much do you owe me?  Nothing, as far as I know.

Pedro
It’s him I owe... Pablito. But you are his grandfather. And money matters are settled between adults. So how much then?

José
Nothing. Pablito wants nothing. Just sit down, Pedro, and put your purse away.

Pedro
That’s the strangest piece of business I’ve ever encountered. I’ve had to pay the doctor 500 pesos for medicines that did me no good. And you want me to give nothing to the one who cured me so completely?

José
Pablito is not a doctor.

Pedro
I know. But he cures people. I’m not the only one he has cured. My wife was right in what she told me.

José
He’s got a special power in his hands. I’ll tell you how it happened... though probably you’re not going to believe me.

Pedro
They say that his hands have touched the Lord. Is that true?

José
Yes. His hands have touched the Lord... like the hands of a priest.

Pedro
Which priest can cure like Pablito does? 

José
The hands of a priest can work greater cures, Pedro. They absolve sins and can cure the soul.

Pedro
Well, that may be. Anyway, I don’t follow things of that sort. I don’t see them. The other cure, I did see. Confined in bed with a fever of 105 degrees, my head about to burst... my bones racked with pain... lying there struggling for breath while my wife kept speaking of Pablito and the power in his hands. “Call him, then,” I growled. “Bring in your Pablito and let him place his hands on this thumping head of mine.”  (tenderly) He came. I can still feel the touch of those hands... cool and fresh as the dew on the grass. He cured me, José. His touch cooled my fevered head. The pain left me. And now, here I am, a healthy man once again.

José
He has cured your body. That’s miracle enough. But if Pablito were a priest, his hands would have worked a greater miracle: He’d have cured your soul with the holy absolution.

Pedro
If your boy becomes a priest, I’ll have no difficulty in believing what you say. I have seen what his hands can do.

José
But even if you went to Fr. Ibanez.... (he’d be able to do the same for you)

Pedro 
(interrupting) You know as well as I do, José, that I have faith in Pablito, but not in priests. I don’t go near to any priest.

José
But you said, if I understand you properly...

Pedro
(curtly) I said that I’d go to one person... when he becomes a priest: father Pablito. 

José
You must be joking, Pedro. My grandson, Pablito... a priest?! It hardly seems likely in the near future. No doubt, my boy is good and zealous... and with our parish priest dead—murdered in cold blood by Il Catalano—Pablito only does for our people what any priest would have done... except celebrate Mass and hear confessions.

Pedro
So then, he’s already halfway to the priesthood!

José
Well, that’s about as far as Pablito will make it with the meagre resources 
we have. The priesthood is only a pipe dream, as far as he is concerned. 
The road ahead is far too long. (Musing) If only his father were alive...

Pedro
There’s a long road ahead, you say.... But your Pablito has strong legs. He will make it!

José
It’s the money part of it that worries me. Pablito will have to study for years, and it costs!

Pedro
I am not a good fellow, José. But listen: If the one up there has given Pablito the power to do what he does, can He not also give him five or six rolls of green paper to pay for his studies towards the priesthood? And when that day comes...

José
When that day comes, poor old José will be no more! 

Pedro
(making for the door) Hush. You’ve got to see that day, José... even if only for the curiosity of witnessing Pedro, this out-and-out communist, kneel before a priest! Well, I must be on my way. It’s getting late. (Exit Pedro).

   # 
Just as Pedro is making his exit, Il Catalano appears at the entrance of the cottage, disguised as a beggar, and hobbles in with a stick. They exchange a quick glance before Pedro finally moves out of sight.

Il Cata
Is this the home of the wonder-worker?

José
You mean Pablito? He will be here in a moment. Do come in and sit down.

Il Cata
I’m done in. I’ll sit down here (squats front-stage centre).

José
Have you come a long way?

Il Cata
Yes, from Bilbao.

José
Somehow your face is familiar. I seem to have seen it before.

Il Cata
Possibly. Beggars are all alike... at least in the rags they wear.

José
Your eyes are just like those of the fellow I’m thinking of.

Il Cata
May be they are... But I’m different in one thing: this leg of mine. (suddenly writhing in a spasm of pain)  Porca miseria! The pain shoots up like a red hot iron.

José
So they told you that you will be cured here?

Il Cata
There’s a boy here, with magic in his hands... Isn’t that true?

José
Not exactly. There’s a boy here with hands that God has blessed.

Il Cata
I don’t care what kind of hands he has, provided he cures this leg and drives away the pain.

José
Pablito is not a doctor. He is an ordinary schoolboy. But his name is known all around on account of the wonders that he has worked. God uses humble instruments to work for him, you see!

Il Cata
(scornfully) Bah! You and your God. Leave God alone, will you? I can manage very well without him.

José
But don’t you understand?... If Pablito cures you, it will be through a power that God has given him.

Il Cata
Are you so sure of that? Could it not be the devil that has given him this power?

José
Did those who sent you here not tell you the story of my boy?

Il Cata
(nonchalantly) No. I’m not interested in stories... only in this leg of mine. 

José
(surprised) You haven’t heard the story? Then you’ve got to hear it now.

Il Cata
Is it long?

José
I’ll make it short. Do you remember the time when the Communists were in power two years ago?

Il Cata
Better than you do!

José
Well, on the fourth of August, our village church went up in flames, and the lifeless body of our parish priest, Fr. Miguel de Almeida was found nearby, in a pool of blood.

Il Cata
Good! That’s one less priest to trouble us!

José
(offended) That’s not a very charitable thing to say.

Il cata
(aside, as if speaking to himself)  I may be dressed up as a beggar, but inside, I’ll always be a communist!

José
(ignoring the remark)  That devil whom the people call Il Catalano led the mob.

Il Cata
(musing) Il Catalano... hmmm... I’ve heard that name before.

José
Well, that night, a brave hand rescued the sacred hosts from the tabernacle in the church before those devils could get them. It was the hand of my grandson, Pablito.

Il Cata
That boy had some courage.

José
There’s no doubt about that. So Jesus deigned to leave in those hands that touched him, a sign of his power. Now, wherever those hands rest, pain vanishes and health is restored.

Il Cata
I’d like to see that for myself.

José
(cocking up his ears)  He is coming! I can hear his steps.

  #
Pablito enters, looking sad and distraught. Il Catalano rises to his feet.

José
Pablito, you are late. Where have you been?

Pablito
Poor Carmelita is dead, grandpa.

José
(shocked) Dead?! Were you at her house?

Pablito
I remained near her till the end. She wanted me to rest my hand in hers... and she died in peace, with a prayer on her lips. She has gone to heaven.

José
God rest her soul!

Il Cata
(teasingly) Well, little priest, I see that your hands do not cure everyone.

Pablito
No, only those whom God wants to cure. Who are you, anyway?

Il Cata
I’m a poor fellow who has come from far away, to have you put your hands on my leg and remove the pain.

Pablito
The poor are all God’s friends. I do hope he’ll cure you.

Il Cata
Never mind about God, little fellow. Just cure my leg and you’ll see that even a beggar can pay handsomely.

Pablito
I don’t want any money.

José
Health is  a gift that you cannot buy or sell.

Il Cata
Well, if what they say is true, I hear that you want to become a priest.

Pablito
I’d love to! It must be beautiful to celebrate Mass and be able to forgive sins!

Il Cata
Tastes differ. But if you have no money, your dream will remain just a dream.

Pablito
If God wants me to become a priest, he will find me the means.

Il Cata
Does your God run a bank? Where does he keep his safe and his bank-notes?

Pablito
God does not need bank-notes. He is the Master of the hearts of men, be they rich or poor.

Il Cata
(aside, mockingly) He is already in the pulpit! (to Pablito) Here, let us come to the point. This leg of mine pains. It hurts awfully.  Put you hand on it, please... and do it soon. By the way, what have you got in your hands?

Pablito
(showing his hands) Nothing!

Il Cata
(taking Pablito’s hands in his) White and soft... just like the hands of a priest... nay, like the hands of an angel... if there are such things as angels. (He forcibly tries to place Pablito’s hands on his leg.)

Pablito
(drawing back his hands)  Leave my hands! Before I touch you wound, you must....

Il Cata
Wound? Who said it was a wound? It’s not a wound. It’s a pain that sends red-hot needles down me when I walk.

Pablito
Sciatica, is it?

Il Cata
Yes, sciatica. I’ve had it for many years.

Pablito
Whatever it is, first you must pray God that he may cure you.

Il Cata
Pray?! You are mistaken, boy. I don’t believe in your God. So there’s no question of my praying.

Pablito
Then how do you expect God to cure you if you do not believe in him?

Il Cata
(hesitantly) I was told... (resolutely) Look, I know for a fact that you have cured others without asking them to pray.

Pablito
That’s true. But they had some good souls nearby to pray for them... and God heard those prayers. But you have no one. You are alone!

Il Cata
(with a heavy heart) Yes, totally and utterly alone... abandoned by everyone. I can call upon no one.

Pablito
Upon no one? Not even upon God?

Il Cata
(contemptuously) Oh, him!

Pablito
He is everything! What does the rest matter?... But since you refuse to call upon him, God will not cure you through my touch. I can feel it.

Il Cata
(rising angrily) So your God withholds his miracles, does he?

Pablito
He reserves them only for the one who knows how to fall on his knees and pray.

Il Cata
I would have... (stops short due to pain)  Aaah....

José
Poor man, be calm. There’s hope yet. Even if there’s no one here below who 
will pray for you, surely you’d have someone in the life beyond... someone 
who has loved you, who can ask God for the grace you need. Your wife? 
Your child? Or your mother, perhaps?

Il Cata
(wildly) The devil’s the only one who’ll back me. He always did... until a few months ago.

Pablito
I know a saint who will pray for you and obtain from God the miraculous cure that you seek.

Il Cata
(surprised) A saint who will pray for me?! He’d be a strange saint!

Pablito
Fr. Miguel de Almeida.... He’ll pray for you.

Il Cata
(jumping to his feet with a growl) That priest! No, thanks. I’d prefer the pain.

   #
At that moment, José recognises the beggar for who he truly is: Il Catalano.

Pablito
Why are you so rabidly against him? He was such a good man. He was the priest of this village... and Il Catalano murdered him.... But he died praying for the murderer. Ask his aid and God will help you.

Il Cata
(moving towards the door, all upset) I am going. Keep your miracles, you little wonder worker... (in a threatening tone) And don’t ever call out that name again, I warn you!

Pablito
No! Don’t go! It’s dark outside, and your leg gives you pain. Stay here. Grandpa will fetch you some milk. You can sleep in my bed. I’ll sleep here in the kitchen. (José goes out with an empty pail.)
Il Cata
(alarmed) Where is he off to?

Pablito
To milk the cow. Sit here, near the fire... or if you prefer to lie down, my bed is in the next room.

Il Cata
Does your room have a window?

Pablito
Yes. But don’t let that bother you. It is well shut, to keep out the cold. 

Il Cata
(moved) You’re offering me your bed to sleep in... But do you really know who I am?

Pablito
You are a poor man. That’s all that matters to me. Jesus has said: “Whatever you do to them, you do to me.”

Il Cata
I might even be...

Pablito
You might even be Jesus! On one occasion, he appeared as a leper; and when he who had cared for him stooped to wash his feet, he saw the marks of the nails!.... So even you...

Il Cata
(won by the child’s simplicity) Pablito, give me your hand. (He kisses it. Then resolutely:) This will be the hand of a priest one day. Come, lead me to your room. I’m so tired! (Pablito and Il Catalano exit from the right side.)

   # 
The stage is vacant for a few seconds. Then José and Pedro enter, together with a police officer, fully armed.

Pedro
Where is he?

José
Quiet! (pointing to the inner room) He’s in there with Pablito. I’m fortunate that I met you at once. He won’t get away this time.

Pedro
I suspected him as soon as I saw him in the doorway. Even with his disguise, I made him out. I went straight to the police station after leaving your place... and there, I learnt that he had escaped from the prison with a price on his head. There’s a reward of 10,000 pesos for his capture. So here I am with a policeman.

José
It’s him all right. I made him out. I could identify him by his eyes... the same fierce eyes... and the voice. It hasn’t lost its venom.

Pedro
He is wounded too. There was a scuffle between him and the police. They hit him in the leg... but he escaped all the same. Anyway, he’s cornered now... and when his disguise is removed, he’ll be revealed.

José
This time, he won’t escape.

Pedro
(with glee) And neither will the 10,000 pesos elude my grasp.

Police
Come, let us move.

José
Wait! Pablito is in there. I don’t want him to be hurt.

Police
(impatiently) Then call your boy out. 

Pedro
Are there other policemen on the spot?

Police
They have surrounded this house, in case he should try to escape.

José 
(calling out aloud) Pablito, my boy, come here a moment please.

Pablito
(coming into view) Yes, grandpa? (He sees the others) Ah! 

   # 
Pablito stands in the doorway, blocking all advance with outstretched arms.

Police
Let us pass, Pablito

Pablito
No!

José
You don’t know the man you are protecting. He is Il Catalano!

Pablito
I know, grandpa

Police
You know?! Who told you?

Pablito
He told me. (pleading) Please don’t do him any harm.... Poor man... He is so unhappy.

Pedro
(protesting) But he’s got to pay for all the blood that he has spilt.

José
It was he who killed Fr. Miguel de Almeida, our parish priest.

Pablito
(energetically) God wants that you should not take him.

Police
(brusquely) Remove the child. The law must have its way.

José
(approaches Pablito) Listen, Pablito...

Pablito
No, grandpa, no!

   # 
While they try to remove the child, two gunshots are heard outside.

Pablito
(distressed) They have killed him

   #  
Pablito rushes in, followed by the police and Pedro. 

José 
(standing in the doorway, shouts) Pablito, Pablito...

Pedro
(entering from the right) He got out through the window and escaped into the fields.

Police
He couldn’t have gone far, though. Didn’t we hear two gun-shots? I’m sure my men have got him. Come, let’s go outside and investigate.

   # 
The Policeman and Pedro exit, followed by José. The stage is empty for a few seconds. Then Pablito enters from the right, all shaken up.

Pablito
(kneeling, and with uplifted eyes) Lord, you who read the hearts of men, you have seen the sorrow in that cry of anguish. Save his soul. That is more important than his bodily health. Fr. Miguel de Almeida, martyr of love, you pardoned him before you died. Now intercede for him...(He remains absorbed in prayer, when José and Pedro enter.)

José
Pablito!

Pablito
Grandpa!

José
He is dead.

Pablito
Dead?

Pedro
But before dying, he spoke clearly to all around. He said that the price on his head belongs to you. The 10,000 pesos are yours... since you were the first one to find out his name.

Pablito
No. I cannot accept that money.... It’s blood money!

José
No, child. You haven’t bought his death. The 10,000 pesos are his donation to you, so that you can become a priest in place of the one he killed. They are his own words.

Pablito
Did he say that?!

Pedro
Everybody heard it. The captain had to give his word that the money would be handed over to you. That was the first and the last good deed that Il Catalano ever did.

José
Charity covers a multitude of sins. May God have mercy on his soul.

Pablito
Grandpa, God has indeed pardoned him... because Fr. Miguel de Almeida prayed for him. If I become a priest, in my first Mass, I shall...(He breaks down and weeps, as José consoles him, his hand on his shoulder.)

José
Yes, child. You will be a priest one day.

Pedro
And your hands will cure (pointing to himself) even this hardened sinner’s soul.

   #
All three characters ‘freeze’ as the curtain is drawn shut.
*  *  *  *  *  CURTAIN  *  *  *  *  *

