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“When Prayers Go Unanswered”

In today’s 24-hour news cycle, there is one screaming headline after another. There’s so much to absorb – everything from the 2012 presidential election to the story of American Airlines cutting nearly 13,000 jobs. There is so much work that needs to be done in so many areas – poverty, racism, war, gender inequality, and pay equity, just for starters. You wonder to yourself, “where is the hope?  Because it’s going to take a miracle to solve some of these problems.”
In today’s story from Mark we encounter two miracle stories.  Two!  Two stories about utterly hopeless situations that were solved by a miracle.

Jesus, fresh from exorcising 2000 demons from the Gentile man is now back in Jewish territory.  Once again, his boat has pulled ashore and he’s immediately met by Jairus, a prominent leader in the community whose daughter has grown deathly ill.  He begs Jesus to come and lay hands on her.  So off Jesus goes with Jairus.

But along the way something curious happens.  A woman who has been hemorrhaging for 12 years sneaks up behind Jesus, touches his cloak, and is immediately made well.  It is a miracle.

Mark says that she has endured much under many physicians.  Doctors keep taking her money for unsuccessful remedies.  She lives on a roller coaster of renewed hope and crushing disappointment as the specialists keep writing new prescriptions. 

   
The Jewish Talmud describes eleven different cures for this woman’s disease.  Some were tonics that may have actually worked.  Others were superstitious remedies.  One was to drink a goblet of wine containing a powder compounded from rubber, alum, and garden crocuses.  Another was to carry the ashes of an ostrich egg in a linen bag through the summer.  But even with these creative remedies, she didn’t get better.  With the doctors’ help she got worse.  


From the Jewish point of view, no disease could have been more humiliating than a constant flow of blood. According to Leviticus this woman is permanently unclean. Not only is she disqualified from worshipping in the temple, but everyone with whom she comes in contact is unclean.  She shouldn’t have been in the crowd.  She is as untouchable as a leper, but she is desperate.

So desperate, that in a last ditch effort to be healed she reaches out to touch Jesus.  And miraculously, she is healed.  

After some back and forth conversation between Jesus and the woman, Jesus then continues on with Jairus.  
But along the way, something curious happens again.  In fact, it’s so small that it’s easy to miss it.  Some people came to tell Jairus that he was too late, his daughter had already died, so there’s no point in bothering Jesus any longer.

But Jesus, overhearing this conversation, says, “Do not fear, only believe.”

It’s a strange statement, because there’s no indication the people were afraid.  Grieving, perhaps, but not afraid.  And believe what?  What exactly are they supposed to believe?  

When Jesus arrives at the house, and hears the people weeping loudly, he tells them that the girl isn’t dead, but sleeping. And do you know what they did?  Did you catch their reply when I was reading the story out loud?  They laughed at him.  The crowds laughed at him.

Which, when you really think about it, isn’t all that unusual of a reaction.  Sleeping?  They must have thought.  Sleeping?  Really?  Are you kidding me?  Can’t you see she’s dead?  And what is it exactly that you want us to believe, that you can bring her back to life?  Because that seems implausible.  Laughable, really.  

Things like that don’t happen.  They didn’t happen in the 1st century, and they don’t happen in the 21st century.  Miracles like this do not occur.
Fred Craddock, a preacher and teacher, says that when his students at Emory University get to a miracle story like this one, they laugh, and get silly and make bad jokes. So Craddock confronts the dilemma directly. Let's get in a circle, he says, and get us some plastic garbage bags and throw in everything we don't believe. 

I wonder what would happen if all of us did that with this story.  What would we throw out?  What would be in our piles?  I suspect we would throw in the pile the belief that a woman was actually healed of a 12 year hemorrhage just by touching Jesus’ cloak would go in that pile.   So, too, the belief that Jesus could bring a dead girl back to life.  

After Craddock’s students have thrown out everything they don’t believe, he asks them, “Well then, what is it that you do believe?”

That is a much harder question to answer, I think.

When we’ve thrown most of this story into a pile of disbelief, what are we left with?  Not much, I’m afraid.  We’re left with a shell of a story.  About the only fragments left are the characters who tell Jesus he doesn’t need to waste his time going to Jairus’ house because the girl’s already dead, or the mourners who laugh at him when he tells them she is not.

I don’t know about you, but I find that story too shallow for my tastes.  And, I think that story makes God way too small.  That story limits God; puts too many boundaries on what is possible.
Back in 1961, JB Philips wrote a book called “Your God Is Too Small”.  Phillips says that we adults too often worship a concept of God that is just a little larger than our own projected image—in other words, God is simply a magnification of our own good qualities, our own style of worship, and works within our own pre-set boundaries. 

The problem with this is that we run the risk of reducing God to a size that fits comfortably into our lives and into our beliefs.

The religious leaders at Jairus’ house had reduced God to a manageable size: “Your daughter is dead.  Why trouble the teacher any further?” They asked.  But Jesus said to them, “Do not fear.  Only believe.”  And when he asked the people gathered at the girl’s bedside why they were crying, they laughed him.

What Mark essentially does in this story is present us with a choice: we can either react in fear, which in this story wears the disguise of laughter, or we can believe.  For Mark, faith and fear are polar opposites.  And fear is a recurring theme.  The disciples feared their boat was going to capsize in the storm; the townspeople feared the healed demoniac and Jesus’ power because it meant they didn’t control their situation; the people in this story also fear; but it’s not Jesus’ power they fear, it’s that he might not have enough of it to heal the little girl, so they laugh at him.  Think of it as a defensive reaction.
When someone is fearful, how do they usually feel?  Panicky, anxious, perhaps there’s tightening in the chest; we might clench or teeth, or sit quietly; we might face in one direction, and one direction only.  Think of scary Hollywood movies with the teenage girl or boy hiding from the boogie man; there’s always a knock at the door and they go answer it while the moviegoer is yelling, don’t answer the door!  Never answer the door!  And they do and there’s Freddie Krueger waiting for them.  When we’re fearful we never answer the door!

Contrast those feelings to believing.  In the story about Jesus and the disciples in the boat on that stormy night, Jesus is calm as a cucumber.  So calm, in fact, that he sleeps right through that storm.  In the other story the townspeople are freaking out that Jesus has healed the demon possessed man, but there sits the man, perfectly sane and in his right mind and ready to get moving and convert some people!  In today’s story the people who witnessed the little girl were overcome with amazement.

Belief is something altogether.  There’s an openness to believing.  There’s lightness and air.  Barbara Brown Taylor said belief is “like a rope bridge over a scenic gorge, sturdy but swinging back and forth.”  There’s a level of trust that the rope can bear your weight, and there’s the idea that you’re not in it alone.  Others have walked this path before, and even if you need help crossing the bridge they are there to provide it.
Mark essentially gives us a choice: we can stand on the side of fear, or we can stand on the side of belief.  And we really do have a choice to make.  Mark’s gospel ends with the angel telling the women who found the empty on Easter morning to go and tell everyone what they saw.  And you know what those women do?  They run off in fear.  And the story ends right there.  We have no idea if they let their fear get the best of them and just kept on running . . .or if they decided to believe the angel’s message and tell everyone what they saw.  

“Mark wanted people to believe, so that they would have strength to meet the days to come.  He wanted people to believe that Jesus was who he said he was so that later, after he was gone, they would not lose heart.  He wanted them to believe that even when he was not around to talk with them face to face anymore, that he still had the power to calm their storms and send their demons away and restore them to life in new and different ways.”  (Barbara Brown Taylor, The Preaching Life, page 92).

So here’s what I’d like you all to do; I’d like you to stand up, where you are.  And I’d like you to think about that choice that Mark presents to you.  Think about where you are standing.  Think about what is happening around you. And think about what is happening in your life.   
I want you to think about the ailments you have faced in your life or are currently facing; those ailments you want to be healed of.  Almost all of us can name some ailment, whether it’s physical, spiritual, psychological, or personal, that aches for healing.  Think about where you are standing with your ailment.

And now, I want you to know that you do have a choice to make.  You can either choose to stand with fear . . .or you can choose to stand with belief.  “God, I trust that you are bigger than I imagine, and can handle my ailment and restore me in new and different ways.”

You have a choice.  Which one will you choose?

Amen.
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21 When Jesus had crossed again in the boat to the other side, a great crowd gathered around him; and he was by the sea. 22 Then one of the leaders of the synagogue named Jairus came and, when he saw him, fell at his feet 23 and begged him repeatedly, "My little daughter is at the point of death. Come and lay your hands on her, so that she may be made well, and live." 24 So he went with him.

And a large crowd followed him and pressed in on him. 25 Now there was a woman who had been suffering from hemorrhages for twelve years. 26 She had endured much under many physicians, and had spent all that she had; and she was no better, but rather grew worse. 27 She had heard about Jesus, and came up behind him in the crowd and touched his cloak, 28 for she said, "If I but touch his clothes, I will be made well." 29 Immediately her hemorrhage stopped; and she felt in her body that she was healed of her disease. 30 Immediately aware that power had gone forth from him, Jesus turned about in the crowd and said, "Who touched my clothes?" 31 And his disciples said to him, "You see the crowd pressing in on you; how can you say, "Who touched me?' " 32 He looked all around to see who had done it. 33 But the woman, knowing what had happened to her, came in fear and trembling, fell down before him, and told him the whole truth. 34 He said to her, "Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in peace, and be healed of your disease."

35 While he was still speaking, some people came from the leader's house to say, "Your daughter is dead. Why trouble the teacher any further?" 36 But overhearing what they said, Jesus said to the leader of the synagogue, "Do not fear, only believe." 37 He allowed no one to follow him except Peter, James, and John, the brother of James. 38 When they came to the house of the leader of the synagogue, he saw a commotion, people weeping and wailing loudly. 39 When he had entered, he said to them, "Why do you make a commotion and weep? The child is not dead but sleeping." 40 And they laughed at him. Then he put them all outside, and took the child's father and mother and those who were with him, and went in where the child was. 41 He took her by the hand and said to her, "Talitha cum," which means, "Little girl, get up!" 42 And immediately the girl got up and began to walk about (she was twelve years of age). At this they were overcome with amazement. 43 He strictly ordered them that no one should know this, and told them to give her something to eat. 


 

