ORDINARY SUNDAY OF THE YEAR:  JUNE 28th 2009

Lamentations 3:19-33;  Mark 5:21-43

Lamentations

The Book of Lamentations is what it calls itself, a series of lamentations over the terrible fate that has befallen the City of God – Jerusalem.   It was written in Palestine some time after the fall of the city in 587 at the hands of the Babylonians and it is worth reading through the beautiful poetry of this little book of spiritual reflections on how a man or woman of faith can understand suffering.

It is easy to understand the poet when he asks surely the mercies of Yahweh are not over, his deeds of faithful love not exhausted?   With the powerful and violent Babylonian army all over the City and throughout the countryside, it must have been a great temptation to believe that Yahweh their God had abandoned them because of their sins.   He is thus wise when he also states Yahweh is all I have....and so I shall put my hope in him.   

Until that time what would have given the people of Israel a great source of hope was the city of God with its temple.  These were signs of the presence of God and with these went liturgy and sacrifice, temple guards, wealth and a constant stream of merchants and traders bringing their wealth to fill their treasuries and their pockets.  All would have indeed seemed well while they had these things.  But what now?  Every physical source of comfort had been taken from them.  Having reached the bottom they had no other source of hope but Yahweh.

Turning to Yahweh though was not going to mean there was a quick fix to their problems.  They had to trust, to wait in silence, to carry the yoke of faithfulness for as long as it took.  Faith and hope had to be genuine faith and hope and they had to live now as though the victory for which they hoped had already arrived.   That is quite an ask when we consider that the Babylonian armies were still in town.  When they looked out of their windows not much seemed to have changed, yet they had to look at the world with the eyes of faith and faith filled eyes saw things differently.  

The Lamentations are a wonderful book for the believer of today.  The opening lines of the book read:  How deserted she sits, the city once thronged with people!  That line always breaks my heart as I consider the anguish that led to it being written.  But that is also a sentiment we often hear about the Church of today:  How deserted she sits, the church which was once filled with people!  

But the end of the book equally has a message:  Make us come back to you, Yahweh, and we will come back.  Restore us as we were before you!   The Hebrew people did recover, did return from exile in Babylon but it took a generation of repentance.  They had to learn to stop trying to run according to their own wishes and to place their lives in the hands of their God and live as he wanted.  Then they returned and rebuilt their city.  The message is no different for the Church of today.   Yes we are going through some difficult times but it is not the end.  Our God is faithful and because of Jesus we can be assured that we will not be abandoned.  But, as with the Hebrews, the way forward grows out of a genuinely repentant heart.  It will involve living our lives around God and acknowledging that we have in fact wandered from him.  God wants us back and assists us along the way but those first steps necessarily have to come from us.    As the prayer in 3:555 says:  Yahweh, I called on your name from the deep pit.  You heard my voice, do not close your ear to my prayer, to my cry.  You are near when I call to you.  You said:  Do not be afraid!

Mark 5:21-43

Here we have two miracle stories contained in the one story and in a sense both of them challenge the status quo and both of them have to do with ritual uncleanliness.   Let us look at the cure of the woman first of all.  

This woman had been sick for a long time.  Mark makes his starting position very clear.  The poor lady had been backwards and forwards to doctors for a long time.  It had cost her all of her savings and had achieved nothing.  Indeed, she was worse off than she was when she first began seeking medical help.  

The illness she had – a bleeding – was one of the worst possible illnesses in terms of her life with God.  It made her ritually unclean.  She could not offer sacrifice, could not go to the temple to pray and could not make contact with other people.  If she did touch someone, that person would have been made unclean and so unable themselves to sacrifice.   Her life then, must have been one in strict isolation, loneliness, embarrassment, along with the pain of the illness.   She was in a bad way and stressed out in this way she reached out to Jesus.

Her response seems to have been based on what was little more than magic:  if I touch his cloak that will be enough!  But of course that is not enough.  Miracles in the Gospel require faith and that is how Mark presents it.  Jesus turns to the woman and invites her to receive something much more than a cure.  She is frightened and trembling as she comes to him, indicative of the enormity of what was going on.  Here she was, the unclean woman being discovered in the middle of a crowd of faithful and those who came into contact with her would have been made unclean.  It must have been a terrible moment for her.  But Jesus takes her to himself in a very special and intimate way:  My daughter he calls her.  Her suffering has found its way into the heart of Jesus and he responds with compassion and love.  He does not worry about the risk of being unclean and loves her for what she is:  a woman, a person overcome by illness, a person living in fear and loneliness and he cures her.  

Notice his parting gift:  go in peace he tells her. That is the great gift of God.  She is not only cured but she now knows peace, a peace that is given to her by God.

With the story of Jairus we have another miracle cure, only this one is about raising a young girl from the dead.  Again we find the theme of faith coming through very clearly.  All of the people gathered around the dead girl’s house cannot see beyond the darkness of the moment in which they find themselves.  This is why they laugh at Jesus and mock him when he suggests that the little girl is not dead, she is only asleep.  So overwhelmed are they by the limitations of their own human eyes that they are not open to the possibilities that come with having the Son of God with them.   The sick woman in the earlier story felt that she only had to touch the hem of Jesus’s cloak and she would be cured.  In this story there is no hope and no faith on display, just common sense of the human variety.

Jesus throws the people out of the house because what he is about is built on faith and takes with him only Peter, James, John and the brother of James and the child’s parents.   The actual miracle is so matter-of-factly told that the paucity of the comments stresses the greatness of the power of Jesus.  He walks in, takes the little girl’s hand and tells her to get up.  She does this immediately and begins to walk around.  All of the hullabaloo that had gone on outside is made even more ridiculous by the ease with which Jesus restores the girl to life and health.   There are not great claps of thunder, long prayers or public gestures.  There is just a command:  Little girl, I tell you, get up!  As he said, so it was.

Conclusion:

There might be lots of reasons why we feel that it is not possible to come to Jesus with the things that embarrass us or because of the sins we have committed.  We can feel that we are truly unworthy.  Like that woman with the bleeding.  We may feel that the rest of the world also feels that we are wicked and sinful people, unworthy of their love and welcome and feel very much on our own.  But that is nothing more than our own human sinfulness at work.  There is no such thing as an unclean person in the eyes of the Lord.  We are all his brothers and sisters and what he wants more than anything else is to be given the opportunity to remove from our lives those things which separate us from him.  

From God’s point of view, there is nothing that should stop us from coming to him, no matter how bad we think things are, all God wants of us is a repentant heart.  If we come to him he will heal us – of whatever ails us.  More importantly, when we come to God in a truly humble manner we are given the gift of peace, a gift of immeasurable value.

The reading from Lamentations and the story of the raising of Jairus’s daughter have a similar message:  we should not be looking at our lives through the limited eyes of this world.  We need to be viewing things with eyes of faith.   The Hebrews were overwhelmed by the Babylonians and saw no way forward.  Jeremiah did.  Jairus and his friends and family saw no way out of their misery, anguish and pain.  Jesus did.  What is a limitation from a human perspective is not necessarily a limitation in the mind of God.

In all of these stories, faith is the key element.  We either believe God is God in his own way, or we limit him.  Our hope and our true sense of peace in this life grows out of a willingness to place our lives – including our difficulties and torments before the throne of God and allow him to deal with them.  While he is dealing with them we will know peace.

This is a wonderful message for our Church today.  There are many reasons why we might be tempted to feel that the Church as we know it is coming to an end.  We are old, grey, growing smaller and smaller in number and seem unable to engage the world around us with the Gospel message.  We need the faith of that woman, we need the courage of Jairus and most of all we need what God alone can give us:  hope for the future.  Hope in the future, a hope that comes only from a life lived in Christ.  

