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When Death Interrupts
Mark 5:21-43

Several years ago, I was leading a service of worship on Ash Wednesday, and it was time for the congregation to come forward for the imposition of ashes.  I had burned the palm leaves from the year before, and was taking the ashes and marking the foreheads of the gathered congregation.  It’s always an emotional time, for when you trace the sign of the cross on a person’s forehead, you say these words:  “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”  It’s a reminder of our humanity, and part of being human is the reality that we are going to die.
Consciously, we know that.  That’s why as that service played out, I will admit that I didn’t think too much about the possible death of most people, but suddenly I was staring into the face of a 96-year-old man.  The power of that moment hit me.  A thought passed through my mind:  It was distinctly possible that he would not be here for the service next year.  He was going to die.

Before I could reign my mind in, Alayne came through the line, and that was real enough, but in her arms was my first daughter who was only about 7 months old.  As I traced the ashes into the sign of a cross on Rachel’s forehead, I barely got out the words:  “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”  It was a reminder of death that I did not want.

Joan Didion begins her best-selling book about death called The Year of Magical Thinking with these lines:
Life changes fast.
Life changes in the instant.

You sit down to dinner and life as you know it ends.

Didion’s book is about how death invades life in “the ordinary instant,” and how suddenly everything changes.  When death interrupts, everything gets unbalanced and we are forced to stumble and bumble our way along, which is the way that one of my friends has described his life since his wife’s death.

In our reading from his Gospel today, Mark tells us about two people who are stumbling and bumbling their way through life because of the reality of death.  Now I hate to ruin a holiday weekend, but I have looked at this passage about Jairus and his daughter, and about the unnamed woman who has been hemorrhaging for 12 years, and what I see is a story that talks about death.  There is no mistaking that this story is not simply about what Jesus does in the face of death, but also about the reality of death itself—how it draws near to all of us, whether we want it to or not.
I will admit that my reading of this text was undoubtedly influenced by a couple of things from last week.  One week ago today I received the call which told me about a serious auto accident in which Ruth Smith (one of our deacons) had been seriously injured.  We knew little about the situation, only that she was in the trauma unit at the hospital.  In the ordinary instant, life had changed and Ruth and her family have been forced to deal with that reality.
The other thing that has influenced my reading of this passage is the death of June Bucy.  It was only 3 months ago that June was diagnosed with cancer, and though we wouldn’t have wanted her to live with suffering and pain, there is something incredibly painful in losing someone who has meant as much to the church’s work and to the lives of those who knew and loved her.
Those things were circling through my heart and mind as I looked at our gospel reading for today, a reading in which Mark shows us two people who are living through their own year of magical thinking.  The first has a name—Jairus—and Mark tells us that he is a respected leader in the synagogue.  His little girl is dying.  We learn later that she’s only 12 years old, and this father is at his wits end.  He will do anything, try anything or anyone who can help him with his daughter.  He comes to Jesus in absolute desperation and falls on his face before Jesus:  “My daughter is dying.  Come and lay your hands on her that she might live.”

As they are making their way to Jairus’ house, Mark tells us that another person stumbles up behind Jesus and reaches out to touch his clothes.  We are not told her name.  All we know is that she has tried everything—has spent every last dime on medical care—and her bleeding will not stop.  Though we can’t be entirely certain, it’s most likely that she has been cut off from the community for those 12 years and anyone who touched her would also become impure.  In some ways, she is the polar opposite of Jairus.  But, in the only way that counts in this story, she and Jairus are exactly alike:  They are both desperate for help because death plagues them, and they both have faith that Jesus can do something about it.
Surrounding these two, Mark tells us, are the disciples who are struggling to make sense both of the suffering and the reality of death and who wonder themselves what Jesus will do in the face of this pain.

Will Willimon, in one of his sermons from his time at Duke Chapel, describes a scene from an Annie Dillard novel in which a character hears the preacher ask during a funeral, “O death, where is your sting?”  The character, deep in grief, thinks to himself:  “Where is death’s sting?  Just about everywhere, now that you ask.”

Death’s sting is everywhere in our passage today.  A woman whose life has been devastated by a long-term illness.  A father whose little girl is dying.  Baffled disciples and the gathered crowd who don’t know what to think of all of this.  Where do you feel yourself in this story?  Are you in there somewhere?

The story becomes gospel for us when we find not only our place in this familiar drama, but when we hear the voice of the One who enters the story with strength and power.  In fact, the story we talked about last week—the stilling of the storm—is the first of four stories that show Jesus’ power.  In quick succession, Mark tells us that Jesus has power over nature as Jesus’ stills the storm.  We then hear that Jesus has power over demons as he frees a man from a host of demons.  Then there is power of illness as the woman’s hemorrhaging stops at Jesus’ touch.  Finally, when Jesus’ calls Jairus’ daughter to life again, we see his power over death.  What Mark is telling us is that there is no power—whether nature, demons, human illness, or death itself—that can withstand the reign of God that is made known whenever Jesus draws near.

I’ve told the story before, but I want to sound a different note now, so I hope you won’t mind if I tell it again.  We were at a church retreat when the question was asked about why we had become members of that particular congregation.  People gave the standard answers about good children’s or music programs.  But then a voice gave a different, almost shocking answer:  “I became a member when I saw the look on Beverly St. John’s face as she left the sanctuary following her husband’s funeral.  I wanted to know what that look of hopefulness was about.

As I read Didion’s book about death—The Year of Magical Thinking—I was struck by this description:  “People who have recently lost someone have a certain look, recognizable maybe only to those who have seen that look on their own faces….The look is one of extreme vulnerability, nakedness, openness.”

Beverly’s face had a different look, though.  Hers was a look of resplendent hopefulness—triumph even—for she had learned to put her trust in the One who himself had died, but who had been raised by the power of God.  In his death and resurrection, Jesus calls us to new life—to fullness of life.  His voice calls to Beverly then just as clearly as it had to Jairus’ daughter years ago, and to us now, saying:  Get up! and Live!
When Jairus’ daughter heard those words from Jesus, she got up and began to walk around.  And then do you know what she did?  She was given something to eat.  And now, we will be fed too.  Here at this table, we will take the bread and drink the cup, and this is our promise:  when we come here—Jesus, the Risen Christ—will make himself known.  And wherever he is, there is life.

In fact, the old prayer which says, in the midst of life, we are in death is turned on its head.  In the midst of death, life.  Thanks be to God.
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