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Mark 5:21-43 

 We learn a lot about the relationship between faith and fear in today’s 

Gospel lesson. 

And we get, I think, as we get in all the stories about Jesus’ miracles, more than a 

glimpse of what can happen when the kingdom of God takes over. 

“My little daughter is at the point of death,” cries Jairus, a leader of the synagogue, 

rushing up to Jesus.  “Come and lay your hands on her, so that she may be made 

well, and live.” 

Something—the writer of Mark’s Gospel doesn’t give us any background on 

Jairus—something has put it into his head and his heart to turn to Jesus for help in 

a moment of great need. 

Something moves him to act in faith; something moves him to trust in Jesus and in 

the God, who is revealed in Jesus, for deliverance. 

“Come and lay your hands on her, so that she may be well, and live,” Jairus pleads, 

without any hesitation. 

Even when word comes that his daughter has died, Jairus presses on with Jesus, 

until they arrive at the house. 

There, against a backdrop of weeping and wailing, the little girl who, according to 

Jesus, is only sleeping, is restored to life. 



 Except it’s not that simple because the author of Mark’s Gospel complicates 

things by interrupting the flow of the story and inserting another story.  

Or is that simply a knowing nod to the way things really are in this world: that 

getting from point A to point B may involve a few unexpected stops along the way, 

maybe even a detour or two? 

If you’ve ever had to push your way through a crowd in the airport to catch a 

plane, you know Jesus’ predicament, when all of a sudden, he feels a determined 

tug on his robe and is stopped in his tracks. 

“Immediately aware that power [has] gone forth from him,” in the words of the 

Gospel writer, Jesus turns around and says, “Who touched my clothes?” 

When the disciples try to argue that you can’t tell one jostle from another, the 

woman who touched Jesus and was immediately healed from hemorrhages she had 

suffered for twelve years, comes forward and identifies herself, in abject gratitude, 

as the culprit. 

And Jesus gently tells her something she already knows. 

“Daughter,” he says, “your faith has made you well; go in peace.” 

Then he, along with Peter, James, and John, resumes the journey to Jairus’s house.  

But not before Jairus’s faith is severely tested.     

“Do not fear, only believe.” 



Jesus pronounces these words at a critical moment, the moment when word from 

his household that his daughter is dead threatens to undo Jairus’s faith. 

“Do not fear, only believe.” 

With these words Jesus both commends and bolsters the faith which Jairus has 

already demonstrated. 

With Jesus’ help Jairus does not allow his fear to either immobilize him or push 

him into an unwise action, like the premature actions of the mourners, whom Jesus 

is obliged to expel from the house. 

Jairus’s fear is real, but his faith is more than a match for his fear, just as the faith 

of the woman who was instantly healed of her disease was more than a match for 

hers. 

 New Testament scholars tell us that the Gospel according to Mark was 

originally written to help bolster the faith of young Christian communities that 

were living under the threat of government persecution. 

“Do not let your fear for the future of the Church, of which you are only a small 

part, paralyze you.” 

“Do not let your fear turn you into doom-sayers and hand- 

wringers.”—like the members of Jairus’s household who went into mourning 

prematurely. 



Learn from people like the brave woman in the crowd or the wise, but humble 

leader of the synagogue, whose unflagging faith overcame their fears. 

“Do not fear, only believe.” 

This is the watchword that the writer of Mark’s Gospel wanted to get across to a 

fledgling Church. 

“Do not fear, only believe.” 

Trust in the goodness of God can be a stabilizing force when the world 

threatens to fall apart on you, as the world often seems to do whenever we’re faced 

with a serious personal or family illness, the breakdown of a relationship we 

thought we could count on, the untimely death of someone we love, or a sharp 

reversal of fortune like the tough economic times so many people are being forced 

to contend with now, as the world slowly and painfully works its way out of the 

clutches of this treacherous pandemic of ours. 

Knowing that the goodness of God is always available to us, particularly within 

loving communities which regularly celebrate God’s saving presence in the world, 

can bring great strength and comfort to fearful hearts. 

It can help us press on in faith, as Jairus and the persistent woman in the crowd did. 

 Now, unlike the Church at the time that the Gospel according to Mark was 

written, the Church as we know it today is hardly living under the threat of 



persecution, but it often finds itself, I’m afraid, dismissed as more or less irrelevant 

in our society.  

That’s really too bad because there was a time when the Church could be counted 

on to speak a kind of truth that enriched its surroundings, but it’s easy these days to 

become overwhelmed with the sheer weight of life, and the Church hasn’t always 

made use of the best resources to right the ship enough, to mix a metaphor, to 

satisfy the need, not even when it’s our own ship. 

Preacher’s kids are a tough breed in more ways than one, thanks largely to their 

parents, who, despite every good intention, often have a lot to do with ushering 

their children out of the Church for good. 

At times you wonder if it’s an occupational hazard.  

So it’s always a joy when they come back. 

I remember when our older daughter, who started life as a member of this parish, 

returned to the Church, along with her kids, who were most likely the reason she 

came back. 

Lucy and I were delighted, of course, but I still remember what she told us, when 

we had a chance to sit down and talk about it. 

It turned out that she was going to have to tread lightly, especially with the 

majority of her professional colleagues, many of whom could point to having once 



been part of what they thought was   a hurtful religious tradition they had bitterly 

rejected a long time ago. 

She knew that it would not be wise to suggest to them that much of the educational 

philosophy they practiced so “religiously” was clearly based on values derived 

from the Judeo-Christian tradition. 

Casual conversation about “New age” stuff was O.K.  

The thirst for an experience of the spiritual dimension in life pervades even the 

most secular of cultures.  

But the idea that God might be active in some way in your life and that there might 

be others who share in the awareness of that divine activity was a stretch she knew 

not many were willing to make anymore. 

No wonder that the Church, as well as other communities of faith, often 

finds itself categorized as a well-meaning, but hopelessly old-fashioned and 

outmoded organization that has done some good things in its time, if not some bad, 

but is basically “out to lunch”. 

Indeed, it may be the case that the Church was better off when it faced persecution, 

rather than what it has to deal with today. 

Having to endure such condescension may be more subtle in its effect, but it is no 

less devastating. 



The Church today could be easily persuaded to think less of itself than it does 

already. 

After all, a Church that is “under persecution” is spared the illusion that it can look 

to anything or anybody other than God for vindication. 

 But having to make our way in a world that seems less and less willing to 

take the Church seriously may also turn out to be our salvation, so to speak. 

In a way, we might liken those opinion-makers who discount religion, those trend-

setters who would pronounce the Church irrelevant—we might liken them to the 

messengers who brought the news of his daughter’s death to Jairus. 

Their assessment of the situation was premature and possibly inaccurate, to say the 

least. 

Jesus wasted no time in setting the record straight on that score. 

But to complete the analogy:  Might we not profitably liken the Church, unwilling 

to be relegated to the status of a quaint museum-piece, to Jairus’s daughter and 

remember the comforting words of our Lord: “The child is not dead but sleeping.” 

Indeed the Church, too often lulled into a kind of uneasy slumber by the siren song 

of a heedless world, is once again beginning to awaken in ways we never thought 

possible to the new life that has been given to it in Jesus Christ through the power 

of God’s Holy Spirit. 

This is not to say that waking up is not without its challenges. 



For a highly respected Episcopal institution like the University of the South, for 

instance, to have been recently forced to face the facts of its less than benevolent 

founding has called for immense courage and dogged persistence. 

Not that that campaign is over by any means: What do you do when you discover 

that your annual theological lectures bear the name of a brilliant professor of 

theology who believed that an enslaved work-force made for a successful society?  

(Unaware at the time of that fatal flaw I came close to writing my senior 

theological paper on the guy, but was luckily persuaded to tackle a safer bet like 

Paul Tillich instead! Tillich, a safer bet, really?) 

That so many branches of the Church are, like the University of the South, 

gradually coming to terms with having failed to see the racially biased “blind spot” 

in their respective histories—even the Southern Baptist Convention has begun to 

take stock—well, it’s  unsettling and maybe a bit frightening , to say the least, but 

in the final analysis it can only prove to be beneficial, beneficial in that 

overcoming our fears and choosing to be honest with ourselves about our dealings 

in the past will make us all the more ready to be honest in creating a better, 

healthier future for ourselves and for others. 

Even more important, the spiritual integrity which such faithful self-reflection is 

sure to generate can only help the Church, along with other dedicated communities 

of faith, to re-assert itself in the eyes and ears of its sharpest critics as a respected 



beacon of truth and a fountain of healing and wholeness in a spiritually 

impoverished world.    

 


