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“Healing Powers”

Mark 5:21-43
Not a Sunday goes by that we do not find ourselves praying for healing for ourselves, for our communities and for our world.  Michael L. Lindvall, the Senior Minister at Brick Presbyterian Church in New York City observed the following:  “Almost all of us must confess some ailment – be it physical, spiritual, psychological, or interpersonal – in us and in our communities that ache for restoration.” (Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary:  Feasting on the Word, Year B, Volume 3, Barlett & Taylor, Westminster/John Knox Press, Louisville, Kentucky, 2009, page 188)
Yet even as we pray we are aware that some are healed and some are not.  Our reading from The Gospel According to Mark includes a pair of healing stories.  An unnamed woman tormented by twelve years of illness is restored to health, but others are not.  Jairus’ twelve-year-old daughter is raised to life, but the reality is other children die.

Lindvall also observed that “pray as (we) may, (we) know that all prayers are not answered as we pray them.” (Op. cit. page 190)  What are we to say then of our prayers and our understanding of what asking for healing is and what healing may mean?  Perhaps like Jairus who begs Jesus repeatedly for help and the unnamed woman who will not let anyone or anything deter her from touching Jesus, so it is that we turn to God.
Like them we find ourselves vulnerable to realities of grief and pain.  In such moments, we turn to God, aware that God’s compassion knows no boundaries.  

The story of Jairus and the story of the unnamed woman are about two persons who have run out of options.  They are both desperate.
Jairus begs Jesus repeatedly for his help.  (Mark: 5:23)  The woman pushes her way through the crowd to get to Jesus.
Jairus is a known religious leader of a synagogue and a person of authority in Jewish society.  The woman is unnamed and is viewed as a social and religious outcast.  Jairus is “privileged, powerful, accepted, male.”  The unnamed woman is poor, powerless, rejected, female.  (Ibid.)  As such they would never find themselves in each other’s company . . . except on this one occasion when the unnamed woman interrupts Jesus as he walks with Jairus to his home.

For all their differences she shares one thing in common with Jairus:  like him, she also confesses her faith in Jesus’ authority.  Like him, she also falls at Jesus’ feet.  

Yet unlike Jairus who is able to approach Jesus in a very public way, the unnamed woman does so privately, fearing that she does not merit direct access to Jesus.  “For she said, ‘If I but touch his clothes, I know I will be made well.’”  (Mark 5:28)
We can only imagine the reaction of the crowd.  Who does she think she is?  Why would Jesus even bother to ask, “Who touched me?”

At first it may seem that the story of the unnamed woman is disruptive to the story of Jairus and his daughter.  While Mark makes clear that God’s compassion knows no boundaries, he also makes clear that the need of the unnamed woman will not be ignored.

Jesus stops and seeks to engage the one who has touched him.  Although she is fearful of what may happen to her she tells Jesus the whole truth.  In a remarkable moment of intimacy he says to her, “Daughter,” - not woman, but daughter – “ your faith has made you well; go in peace, and be healed of your disease.”  (Mark 5:34)
We may want to pass over the story of the unnamed woman as disruptive or simply view the encounter as a momentary diversion.  But Mark felt compelled to weave the two stories together.

We may ask ourselves, “Why?”  Some theologians have concluded, much to the distress of other theologians, that the story makes the case that the needs of the poor and powerless are to be addressed before the needs of the celebrated and powerful.  

Whether one agrees with that assessment or not, it is clear that those whom we would place on the margins of society for whatever reason have a rightful place in direct relationship to the God we have come to know in Jesus Christ.  (Ibid.)  The faith demonstrated by the unnamed woman in Jesus’ authority is the same faith demonstrated by Jairus.
In many ways by approaching Jesus, Jairus placed his own authority and position in jeopardy.  Other religious leaders were already plotting against Jesus.  But there were those like Jairus who recognized Jesus’ authority.

When they reach Jairus’ home, many had already gathered to mourn the death of his daughter.  When Jesus insists that she is not dead but sleeping, the people laugh at him.  But Jairus remains undeterred and in that moment we come to realize that Jesus’ authority is over not only life but death.  In a moment of intimacy we hear Jesus call out to Jairus’ daughter:  “‘Talitha cum,’ which means, ‘Little girl, get up!” 
For twelve years of a little girl’s life an unnamed woman suffered a crippling illness.   Now on a day they will both remember, their lives are connected by a man named Jesus.  

The healing of the unnamed woman and the unnamed girl reminds us of our own vulnerability. 
We have known of pain and suffering; fear and trembling; of weeping and wailing.  

In time Jairus’ daughter will die and the unnamed woman whom Jesus called “daughter” will also die.  The God of compassion who knows no boundaries will receive them both in the same way that we shall one day be received.

For now it is enough to say, “Thanks be to God.”  Amen.
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