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“Taking Jesus Seriously” 

Fifth Sunday after Pentecost 

June 27, 2021 

Psalm 130 ~ 2 Corinthians 8:7-15 ~ Mark 5:21-43 

 

I feel free to tell embarrassing stories about John because he isn’t here to defend himself.  We 

once attended the funeral of the father of one of his fellow principals.  As we walked into the 

funeral home, he saw a sign that listed the name of the deceased.  Jim Cole.  John looked 

perplexed and asked me who in the world Jim Cole was, not realizing that Cole was his friend’s 

maiden name.  I quietly whispered in his ear that Mr. Cole was the dead man at the front.  For 

some reason John thought that was hysterical and started laughing.  He just couldn’t help 

himself.  I’m not talking about a little giggle, I talking shoulder shaking laughter.  He just 

couldn’t stop and had to make a quick exit.  Thankfully we had yet to be seated.  He started 

walking around the building and I could watch him through the window.  He would get close to 

the entrance, just explode again and off he'd go for another round.  I was mortified and so was 

he, but sometimes we just can’t control our emotions.   

The book of Ecclesiastes says that there is an appropriate time to mourn … and an appropriate a 

time to laugh.  But it seems to me that the time for tears and the time for laughter often get all 

mixed up.  It does in our Gospel passage this morning.  It is a tale within a tale … it has been 

called “the miracle on the way to a miracle”.  The story begins with a desperate father pleading 

with Jesus and it is no laughing matter.   

The man was named Jairus, and he somehow made his way through the large crowd to Jesus 

and threw himself at his feet.  He was a synagogue official of some kind … an important man, 

which was possibly why the crowd gave way enough to let him through.  But he didn't behave 

like an important man.  He behaved like a desperate man … a man close to hysteria with fear, 

grief, and horror. 

The reason was that his daughter was at the point of death … only he didn't say "my daughter," 

he said "my little daughter."  She was twelve years old, we're later told, so she wasn't all that 

little really, but to Jairus she would presumably always be his little daughter … the way that … 

even when they've grown up and moved away long since … we keep on speaking of our sons 
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and daughters as children … because that is what they were when we knew them first and loved 

them first. 

She is dying he says … she is dying … and then he says, "Come and lay your hands on her."  

You have to think that he has tried everything else … physicians must have been called in … 

medicines must have been given … prayers must have been lifted … all to no avail.  She is 

dying.  This is the only card he has left to play, and he plays it. "Lay your hands on her, so she 

may be made well, and live," And so they set out, this desperate father, Jesus and his disciples, 

and a large curious crowd, all pressing in on him. 

The story is then interrupted by Jesus' encounter with a woman who has been ill for twelve 

years with chronic bleeding.  In the midst of a hundred grasping hands, Jesus feels a powerful 

connection with one hand.  The woman believes that if she but touches his cloak she will be 

healed.  Jesus asks, "Who touched me?"  And in effect, the disciples respond, "You have got to 

be kidding!  What do you mean who touched you?  Everybody's got their hands on you."  They 

don't laugh out loud, but they don't take him seriously either.  But Jesus takes this woman’s 

faith seriously, and he heals her … actually he tells her that her faith … her faith … has made 

her well. 

They start out once again for the home of Jairus, but before too long they run into some people 

coming the other way … who, with devastating tactlessness, come right out and say it. "Your 

daughter is dead."  They have just come from his house, where she died.  They saw it with their 

own eyes.  There is nothing anybody can do about it now.  They have come too late.  "Why 

trouble the teacher any further?" they ask her father, and it is Jesus who finally breaks the 

silence by speaking,  

"Do not fear, "he says to Jairus.  Don't be afraid.  Don't be afraid … "Only believe."  And then 

he tells everyone to go home except for Peter and James and John.  When the five of them 

finally get to Jairus's house, they find it full of people "weeping and wailing loudly," because 

this is not the twenty-first century … but the first century … and people apparently hadn't 

started yet saying things like "It's really a blessing" … or "She is in a better world now" … or 

“God needed another angel in Heaven.”  Instead, they wept and wailed because they didn't have 

it in them to pretend that the death of a child is anything but the tragic and unspeakable thing 

that it is … and Jesus didn't say anything to make them change their minds … didn't tell them 

that it was God's will … or anything incredibly thoughtless like that.  What he did instead was 

to say something whose meaning is difficult to understand.  "The child is not dead," he said, 

"but sleeping." 
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Was he speaking literally?  Did he mean she had lapsed into some kind of coma? Or was he 

only trying to comfort her father with the thought that death is only a kind of eternal sleep?  

Who knows what he meant, but the people in the house seemed to think he was either a fool or 

a madman.  They had been there when it happened.  They knew death when they saw it … and 

because the line between weeping and laughing is sometimes a very tenuous one … they 

stopped their weeping and wailing and of all things laughed at him … laughed because they 

didn't know what else to do, until Jesus finally "put them all outside," so that only the three 

fisherman friends along with Jairus and the child's mother were left there with him, and together 

they went on to the room where the child lay. 

Then the moment of magic, if magic is what it was.  Jesus speaks to the child.  He reaches down 

and picks up one of her hands in his hand. "Tálitha cum, "Jesus says in Aramaic. "Talitha cum," 

and you hardly need the translation to understand him. "Little girl" – Talitha - "get up," is what 

he said, and then according to Mark "immediately the girl got up and started to walk about .... 

At this they were overcome with amazement." 

It was not just the child's life that had been given back, of course, but the lives of the mother 

and father, who stood there without words.  The worst thing that had ever happened to them had 

suddenly become the best thing that had ever happened to them … and you can imagine their 

hardly daring so much as to breathe for fear of breaking the spell.  You can imagine her walking 

around the room touching familiar things … a chair, a comb, a flower someone had left, a 

chipped plate … trying to get the world back … trying to get herself back. 

For whatever the reason, Jesus asked them never to tell a soul what had happened … maybe 

because he wasn't ready for the secret of who he was to be known yet … maybe because he 

wasn't sure he knew the secret of who he was yet himself.  Who can say?  Then he told them to 

go get the child something to eat, and that is where Mark's story ends. 

The question is … what kind of a story is this?  If the little girl had actually died the way the 

people who were there in the house believed she had … then it is the story of a miracle as 

dazzling as the raising of Lazarus and bears witness to the power that Jesus had over even the 

last and darkest power of all.  If she was only sleeping as Jesus said … in a coma or whatever 

he may have meant … then it is a story about a healing … about the power of Jesus's touch to 

make the blind see and the deaf hear and the lame walk.  Either way it is a story about a miracle, 

and we are left to figure it out somehow for ourselves. 

Who can say for sure exactly what it is that Jesus did in that house where Jairus lived … or how 

far down into the darkness he had to reach to do it … but in a way who cares … any more than 
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her mother and father would have cared.  They had their child back.  She was alive again.  She 

was well again.  That was all that mattered.   

Frederick Buechner says he pictures her looking something like the photographs we have of 

Anne Frank - a wry, narrow little Jewish face full of irony and wit and a kind of bright-eyed 

exhilaration.  He pictures how it would be to have the child who was Anne Frank back again 

somehow … the way she was before the gates of the concentration camp closed behind her.  He 

pictures how one way or another, if such a thing were to happen, we would all of us fall to our 

knees.  The whole world would fall to its knees. 

Who knows what kind of story Mark is telling here, but the enormously moving part of it, I 

think, is the part where Jesus takes the little girl's hand and says, "Talitha cum' - "Little girl, get 

up" - and suddenly we ourselves are the little girl. 

Jesus is saying to us old boys and old girls with high blood pressure and arthritis … and to us 

young boys and young girls with tattoos and body piercings … get up!  You who believe … and 

you who sometimes believe … and sometimes don't believe much of anything … and you who 

would give almost anything to believe if only you could … get up!  You happy ones … and you 

who can hardly remember what it was like once to be happy … get up!  You who know where 

you're going and how to get there … and you who much of the time aren't sure you're getting 

anywhere at all …"Get up," he says … all of you … all of you … get up!  And the power that is 

in him is the power to give life … not just to the dead like the child … but to those who are only 

partly alive … which is to say to people like you and me … who much of the time live with our 

lives closed to the wild beauty and miracle of things … including the wild beauty and miracle 

of the everyday lives we live … and the wild beauty and miracle even of ourselves. 

It is that life-giving power that is at the heart of this shadowy story about Jairus and the 

daughter he loved, and that I believe is at the heart of all our stories … the power of new life … 

new hope … new being … whether we know it or not … that keeps us coming back here week 

after week and year after year in search of it.  It is the power to get up even when getting up 

isn't all that easy for us anymore … and to keep getting up and going on and on toward the 

living Christ … who throughout all our lives … reaches out to take us by the hand. 

May we pray? 

Gracious and loving God, sometimes we shake our heads in disbelief at the promises of the 

Gospel that seem too wonderful to believe. Yet when we turn to you, and let go of our fear, we 

discover the power of your healing love and life-giving presence.  Help us to yet again believe 

… help us to yet again “get up.” Amen. 


