Sermon Trinity 3 2009 (28th June) – “We are Easter people”
Lamentations 3:22-33

Mark 5:21-43
On Thursday night we were up late when we heard the news that Michael Jackson had died.  And when my paper came on Friday morning, there it was, headline news, taking up almost all the front page, and there have been pages and pages of newsprint since, not to mention hours of coverage.  I don’t know who else died on that day, lots of people I’m guessing, but clearly the death of Michael Jackson was more important.  
The world is apt to divide people into those who are important, and those who are not, and that applies even in death, and it’s not a new phenomenon.  When the Titanic went down in April 1912, with great loss of life, a major New York newspaper carried a leader article which was all about the death of just one person on that ship, John Jacob Astor, who was a millionaire – and at the end it was casually mentioned that 1800 others were lost, almost as a throwaway comment.  And we subscribe to that kind of attitude, we who read the papers and watch the news, that somehow the death of someone important is more tragic, and it’s as if we even seem surprised, every time it happens, that neither fame nor success nor wealth can hold illness or death at bay.
Thanks heavens God’s attitude is not the same as that of the world.  He knows, as we all do, that bad things can happen to anyone, and that death comes to us all, but at the same time every death, and every bit of distress and need that we experience, are equally important to him, and not only that, they’re a call to action by him, and that lies at the heart of our new testament reading this morning, and particularly in the fact that we have two stories in one. Each of these stories is a healing story, and each is beautiful, and full of detail, and very moving, and each speaks its message very powerfully, so in a way, no explanation necessary.  But they don’t stand apart in the gospels, these two stories, they are tightly woven together, one in the middle of the other, and that in itself gives us a new understanding.
The story begins with the approach of Jairus to Jesus. Now Jairus is an important man, ruler of the synagogue, leader in his community, and the only person in the story outside of Jesus and his disciples to be given a name.  He’s well known, then, and if we didn’t know Jesus better we might think here’s an opportunity for him to gain a powerful friend.  But of course what does catch Jesus’ attention isn’t Jairus’s status, but his need and desperation.  In fact Jairus throws all dignity and pride to the wind, as he falls to Jesus’s feet and begs him to come and heal his dying daughter.  Jesus is moved, and who wouldn’t be?  Is there anything that gets our attention quicker than a child in distress, or anything that tugs our heartstrings more than the death of child?  

How extraordinary then, that Jesus, who has agreed to come, stops and wastes time with a woman who nobody is interested in at all.  A woman with no name.  A woman who has been ill for a very long time, who has lost all her money trying to find a cure.  A woman who is quite simply exhausted in every way.  A woman also made unclean by her illness in the eyes of those around her, so therefore not only suffering but also shunned by her community, and also cut off from God in a way, because she wouldn’t have been allowed to join others in worship.  A woman who risked great punishment by even being in the crowd, because if noticed the only attention she might possibly get now would be a bad sort, as in ‘what on earth do you think you’re playing at contaminating the rest of us’, and yet somehow, just like Jairus, she recognises in Jesus her last remaining hope.  She wants to do something, but she must remain invisible, so she takes her only option, and hidden in the crowd, she touches the back of his cloak.
Immediately she knows she has been freed from her suffering.  But she also knows that just by touching even his clothing, she has made him unclean.  Hopefully he hasn’t noticed – and then, to her horror, she sees Jesus has stopped…and is turning round…and is looking at her…and she trembles at the humiliation to come…

And then at this precise moment, a nobody becomes a somebody, because once she has told her story, Jesus says some words that could not have mattered more to her, “Daughter, your faith has healed you.”  Jesus gives her a name: “Daughter”.  Having seen just a little earlier the love that Jairus has for his daughter, Jesus suggests in one word that God has the same love for this woman.  She had already been healed, and if physical healing is all that matters Jesus had no need to stop on his urgent mission to Jairus’ daughter.  But something much larger than that is happening.  Salvation is happening. When Jesus says ‘your faith has healed you’, the word used for healed also means saved.  So, far from her making him unclean, Jesus is making her clean, and holy, Jesus is saying she is important to him, Jesus is blessing her when he says “Go in peace”, and in every way as well as the physical she too is raised to new life.
And meanwhile, Jairus’ daughter dies.  
On the face of it, this pillar of the community and his dangerously ill child, surely so much more urgent, have been pushed into second place by a woman who, however unhappy, would surely still have been alive the next day.  Can you imagine his panic, his frustration, even his anger that Jesus would spend time with such a woman whilst his daughter was dying.  And it’s his turn for horror too, because it’s now too late.  But once again Jesus says something vitally important, and Jairus manages to hold on to it, and so should we: “Don’t be afraid; just believe.”  Summoning every ounce of faith he can he follows Jesus home, and you heard the rest, his daughter is raised to new life.

For Jesus, the little girl and the older woman are equally precious.  Yes, he came to save the poor, the oppressed, and the cast out, but he also came to save the rich, the rulers, the famous.  Jairus’s daughter is not more important because of who her father is, but she’s not less important either.  Jesus has enough power and love for both.  For God every person stands out in a crowd.  For God each person is unique, each is his individual child, his daughter, or son, and each has all of God’s love and power on his side.

We need to know that for ourselves.  It’s a personal message for each one of us.   That when life crowds in with all its pressures, large or small, then we can call out to Jesus, throw ourselves at his feet, or even creep up behind him if that’s all we feel we can do, reach out with the odd mixture of fear and faith which is in us all – and he will hear us, each and every one, not one more or less deserving than another.  He is saying: “Come to me you who believe, and you who sometimes believe, and you who struggle to believe and wish you could, come to me – and be raised up.”  No wonder the word gospel means good news.

But if that’s how God looks on us, there’s also a message about how we in turn perceive the world, and the people around us.  Communities very close to ours have been hit by the tragic death of a child in recent weeks.  That touches our hearts, and even if we didn’t know the children we feel so much compassion for those who have lost them, and that is as it should be.  Because so does God.  But we mustn’t let that blind us to what we might think of as the less tragic things going on.  There are also those around us who have persevered for years, those who have doggedly gone to and fro from doctors, hospitals, those who are perhaps not the most lovely, or interesting people, who by their own nature are difficult to help and befriend, but still need it, those who can carry on and do carry on, but are exhausted and quietly desperate.  Those people tug at God’s heartstrings just as much, but not always at ours.  Wouldn’t it make such a difference if ours were the eyes that noticed them, if ours were the hands that reached out to them, if ours were the voices that called them by name?    

“Don’t be afraid; just believe” says Jesus.  This passage encourages us all to have faith in the power of God to heal.  What to say then to those who never seem to get any better?  What to say then – the most difficult words of all – to those who grieve, some of them mothers and fathers?  Well, the first thing we might say is that God knows, and understands, and suffers with you.  In the bible we hear how Jesus wept at the tomb of his friend Lazarus.  How he wept in the Garden of Gethsemane because of his own distress and fear.  And I believe that God wept, as his Son hung on the cross.  God is not dispassionate, but compassionate, (the God of compassion who was the focus of our Old Testament reading this morning). But compassion is so much more than sympathy.  And the power of today’s stories lies in so much more than physical healing, much as we may seek that, and are encouraged to seek that, and should seek that.  Part of the meaning of Jesus’ actions here is to point to the real healing that was to come through his own death and resurrection, because that is the best and most permanent answer of all.  If ever in all history there was a death that really was more important than any other, then it is the death of Jesus, because death could not hold him, and he lives, and we share in that resurrection.

And so the image of Jairus walking with Jesus after he has been told that his daughter has died speaks its own message of quiet faith.  Jairus is walking towards the terrible loss of death in the company of someone who can meet death itself with the power of new life.  In the presence of Jesus, death will never, ever, ever, have the last word.  Because he lives, we may live also.  
“Don’t be afraid,” says Jesus, “just believe.”  Or as Pope John Paul put it, “Do not abandon yourselves to despair…for we are the Easter people, and Hallelujah is our song.”  
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