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October 22, 2006

This morning, our text has two parts: a parent’s worst nightmare and the desperate act of a hopeless woman.

These are not typical texts for a stewardship sermon. You know the stewardship sermon: that’s the one in which you hear a heartfelt plea to pledge, to give more than last year, to tithe. You know, that’s all true, by the way; but it is not really in our text, so this is not going to be a typical stewardship sermon.

The best stewardship sermon I have heard came from Joan Malick, a pastor friend of mine at Second Presbyterian Church in Indianapolis. I just remember her coming out to the middle of the chancel area and pointing to the communion table where the offering plates were placed (the offering came before the sermon in that church so it did not look the amount given was based upon the quality of the sermon). She asked this question: Who is best able to provide for your needs? Is it you, someone you know, or God? If it is either yourself or someone else you know, come up here and take back what you put in the plate – and give the money to that person. Because the person receiving your offering should be the one best able to provide for your best interests; otherwise you are wasting your money and your time.

She stopped and waited. 

No one came forward.

The point she was making is that Jesus is the one best able to provide for our best interests. He knows our frame, he knows our struggles and pain, he knows our needs. He wants us to have life and life abundantly. That’s the person I want to receive my offering.

That is Mark’s point this morning. Jesus is the one best able to provide for our best interests. Hear our text: Mark 5:21-43.

I. Dire circumstances cuts through human pretense.

Mark’s observation of these two events puts things into perspective. On the one hand, the synagogue’s leader is one of the elite of the community. He has standing. He has respect. He has authority. He has power. He probably has wealth. Later in the story, we read about the crowd of mourners already at his home – indicating he is a man of importance in the community. He knows how to get things done. Yet, Mark reports that he falls at Jesus’ feet and begs him repeatedly, “My little daughter is at the point of death. Come and lay your hands on her, so that she may be made well, and live.” This powerful man was desperate.

On the other hand, there is the woman who had been suffering from hemorrhages for twelve years. Twelve years. (By the way, note that Mark gives us the detail that the girl is twelve, too; Mark is drawing a parallel between her life of privilege and the woman’s life of suffering.) She was ritually unclean. She was to be avoided. She was tainted and ostracized. She had suffered under the best that she could afford, medical people were unable to help her; in fact, Mark points out that she had “endured” much at their hands. Not only had she not improved, her situation had gotten worse. This powerless woman was desperate.

The fact of the matter is that wealth, power, and human knowledge cannot prevent bad things from happening. As much as we try to protect ourselves from harm, as much as we try to isolate ourselves from disease and poverty and crime and every other bad thing – the truth of the matter is that we cannot will ourselves out of the human condition. 

Intellectually, we know this is true. Part of the human condition is that there are things bigger than we are and that we are not able to control. Yet it often takes an event bigger than we are to remind us how not in control we are – no matter our position in society. Sometimes it is an event that is personal to us like an illness. Sometimes it is a tragedy on a community level like the wildfires. Sometimes it is an event on a national scale like 9/11 or Hurricane Katrina. Sometimes it is something that is so worldwide that everyone is shaken like the Tsunami after the massive earthquake. We are not able to buy our way out of any of these circumstances. They can happen to any of us, it can happen to us all. 

Dire circumstances ultimately do face us all. We all face the reality of death. (Now there’s something you don’t often hear in a stewardship sermon). Whether sudden like Jairus’ daughter or slowly dying over a period of years like the hemorrhaging woman, death is something that everyone faces regardless of success in life. 

The bumper sticker that says, “He who has the most toys, wins” is a lie. That person dies just like those who have no toys. Everyone faces death. 

On Yahoo (the internet site) I noticed that Dr. Deepak Chopra was asking the question, “What do you think happens to your soul when you die?” It was under a section entitled, “Accepting answers.” On the one hand, I chuckled because he has positioned himself as a spiritual answer man for many people; on the other hand, I cringed because I thought of how many people desperate for an answer have erroneously placed their hope in him. 

Yet that leads me to the next point, which is:

II. Hope trumps hopeless.

In your mind, you may be thinking about Jesus’ words, “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.” That’s the gospel of John, chapter 11, where Jesus raises Lazarus from the dead – a similar story with a more specific declaration of the reason for our hope. 


But we are in the gospel of Mark and these two are seeking Jesus’ help because he was known as a healer and a holy man.  

As different as Jairus and this unnamed woman are, they approach Jesus in the same way: prayerfully hopeful. Not hopeful as in having a cheerful disposition, but hopeful in terms of seeking out the only one in whom hope exists. By all human accounts, their situations are hopeless. 

Jairus’ daughter is gravely ill and beyond any help medical attention can provide. They have sought to do everything humanly possible and she still is not improving. They have exhausted their resources, they have exhausted all the things that they could control. His situation is hopeless.

The woman’s situation is also hopeless. Mark tells us that she came up to him from behind; a detail full of significance to Mark’s readers but may be lost on us. Those who were unclean and who were therefore untouchable were required to get out of the way of the rest. In crowds, they were always to follow behind. It is a designation of the desperation of her situation. Again, she was hopeless.

This is true in our Old Testament lesson, too. When the Shunammite woman suffers the loss of her beloved son, look at the lengths she goes to seek out the man of God. She gathers a servant, has him saddle up one of the donkeys, makes the journey despite words of caution not to go, and rides through the night. Remember, the boy is already dead. Elisha proposed to send his servant with his staff; but she refuses to accept anything less than him going. Elisha goes with his original plan, but follows along with her.  Though the boy is dead, she continues on.

In all three cases, the situation is hopeless. All reasonable avenues have failed. All human options have been fruitless. Death is upon them. 

And yet all – in all three cases – they press on. They press on just like we would press on. We press on because we believe deep down in our soul that “God can.” God can make a difference, God can change things, God can do miracles. It is remarkable how many people who deny God’s existence are willing to benefit from a miracle (and secretly hope to be proved wrong). For many people, that hope is almost like a dare, saying, “God, if you are there, then show me by …” 


This is not to suggest that everything always turns out well from our human perspective. It does not. You know that, I know that, Mark’s readers knew that and Mark knew that. Jesus – for sure – knew that; his prayer in the Garden of Gesthemane stands out, “Abba, Father, for you all things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you want.” The point here is this: when things are hopeless, we still seek out hope. We seek out God. 

Why? Why do we still seek out God? For the same reason Jesus said, “Father, for you all things are possible.”

It is why there are no atheists in foxholes. It is why when we get scared, we cry out – even unaware – “Oh, God!” Implicit in that is the request, “please help me!”

Who is the one who is best able to meet your needs?

III. Jesus is stronger than death.

Jesus says to the woman, “Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in peace, and be healed of your disease.” Jesus says to Jairus – when he is told that his daughter is dead, “Do not fear, only believe.”

This is a remarkable claim that Jesus is making; he is saying, I am stronger than death. 

The interplay between Jesus and the crowd of mourners at Jairus’ house is important – he asks them why they are there? To them, her death was the end. Her life was over. Jesus’ statement to them seemed ridiculous, “she is not dead but sleeping” and they, in fact, ridicule him. However, Jesus’ point here is that her death has no more permanency than sleep. He sends the mourners away because they are not appropriate for the scene; that is, in light of what he is about to do, there is no need for mourning. He takes the parents into the room along and the disciples and goes in Jairus’ daughters’ room and, with commands as to one who is asleep, tells her to “Get up.” She is dead, but he treats death like it is no big deal. “Get up,” he says.

And she does. Mark tells us, “At this they were overcome with amazement.” No kidding.

You see, death does not have the last word; Jesus does. He would prove that with his own life later. Where Deepak Chopra is seeking answers, Jesus is the answer.

While that sounds simplistic and a little too much like a bumper sticker, Mark’s point is that Jesus is stronger than death. “Have faith,” Jesus said. “In me…” is implicit but important. Have faith in what? Have faith in Jesus. Trust him for your salvation. Trust him with your life.

And, beyond that: trust him with your every day, every moment life. This is what stewardship is all about.

How many other avenues do you pursue before going to God? In all fairness, I am no different than you are on this account. I try not to bother God with my petty problems; it is like I want to save up my God cards (like timeouts in a football game) until I really need him. It’s only in the really hopeless situations and I need a miracle; then I go to God.


But that’s not how it works. 

The life of discipleship is a here and now kind of thing. As believers and followers of Jesus Christ, we are to seek him out with the same kind of fervency that these folks followed him; that is, realizing that he is the only source of the good things we need in life. Why is this good news? Well, it is good news because we know the one who is capable of giving us good things – and it is good news knowing that there is one who is able. That’s better than trying to do it all by ourselves and knowing that we are going to fail.

IV. Conclusion

Mark is wrapping up a remarkable section here. Consider what we have learned:

a. Jesus calmed the sea and the wind by the command, “Peace, be still.” Jesus is stronger than nature. Jesus is stronger than the strongest of the Roman gods.

b. Jesus healed and cleansed the man possessed with the legion of demons. Jesus is stronger than evil. Jesus is able to clean even the most unclean of all – no matter where he had been or what he had done.

c. Jesus raised Jairus’ daughter and brought the woman hemorrhaging back from being ostracized from the community. Jesus is stronger than death. 

As we started this morning, the question was, “Who is able to provide for your best interest?” Is there anyone more qualified than Jesus Christ – more powerful than nature, more powerful than evil, more powerful than death?

As you receive the stewardship material in these next days and weeks, I ask you to prayerfully consider your participation in the life and ministry of this congregation. God does not need your money; God invites you to participate in building his kingdom. How will you respond to that invitation? 

Let me issue the challenge to you this way: Mark tells us and we testify that Jesus is able to provide for your eternal salvation. If there is anyone better able to provide for your best interest; if there is anyone who is better for you – do not put anything in these offering plates but take them and give them to that person. If there is no one better (and I believe there is not), then put your trust, your hope, your resources, your time, your energy, your love into following him.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. 

8:30 prayer

10:00 offering (write liturgy so that John and Georgia can pray with people).
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