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Sermon for June 27, 2021—“Just Believe” 
13th Sunday of OT, Year B – Text: Mark 5:21-43 (New International Version) 

The story Mark tells takes place on the western shores of the Sea of Galilee. It’s a quiet, 

low-key little story, and in some ways, so unclear—so ambiguous—that it’s hard to know 

just why Mark is telling it, what he expects us to get out of it or what he got out of it 

himself. It’s a story, not about stained-glass people at all; but about people who lived and 

breathed and sweated; people who used bad language when they tripped over things in the 

dark; people who sometimes had more trouble than they could handle; people who 

sometimes laughed themselves silly over nothing in particular; people who were thus in 

many ways very much like the rest of us. 

Jesus had just crossed the lake in a boat, coming from the far side, when He found himself, 

Mark writes, surrounded by some of those people right there at the water’s edge. He doesn’t 

say why they were there. Maybe they’d heard Jesus speak before and wanted to hear more 

parables. Maybe they were curious, having heard about the exorcism that happened in 

Gerasene. Maybe they’d heard about some of the healings he’d performed. Maybe they’d 

gathered there to see what wild thing he might say or do next. There are so many people 

around him, it’s hard to pick out which one Jesus is, but it’s worth giving it a try.  

Is he the one with his hand in the air signaling to somebody he can’t get to on the far edge 

of the crowd? Is he the thin, sad-eyed one? Is he the one leaning down and reaching out to 

take something a child is trying to hand him? What did it feel like—I wonder—to be near 

enough to touch him, that is—if you dared? If his eyes happened to meet yours for a 

moment? What would you say if you could find the right words? Assuming that is, that he 

could even hear you above the noise and chaos of the crowd. I wonder too what might 

Jesus say in reply? What if just for a moment as he tried to work His way through the crowd 

Jesus brushed up against you, so that for a brief moment or two you could actually touch 

him? Would you?  

I think that’s part of what all these stories about Jesus—all throughout the Gospels—are 

trying to get us to think about. They’re trying to tell us who he was, what it was it like to 

be with him. They’re trying to tell us that there was probably something about him. 

Something that made those there that day decide to give up everything they had or ever 

hoped to have, just to be near him. 

There was a man there among the crowd. Matthew doesn’t give us the name Jairus, but 

Mark does. Mark tells us that this Jairus somehow made his way to Jesus and threw himself 

at his feet. Mark says that Jairus was a synagogue official—whatever that means. But 

nevertheless an important man, which might’ve been why the crowd let him through. He 

doesn’t behave like an important man, though. He behaves like a desperate man, a man 

hysterical with fear, grief, horror and God knows what else. 

Why? Well, it was because his daughter is about to die. Only Jairus doesn’t say “my 

daughter.” He says, “my little daughter.” My little girl. She’s twelve years old—we’re told, 

so she wasn’t all that little really. But any dad will tell you that no matter how old she gets, 

she’ll always be his “little girl.” And now she is dying. 
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She is dying and her father is there to somehow try and get to this man—a man some say 

can do miracles, a man like no other man—to heal his little girl. She is dying—Jairus tells 

Jesus—dying. He begs him repeatedly to do so. He says, “Come and lay your hands on her, 

so that she made be made well and live.” He says it, possibly because he’s seen it done that 

way before, possibly because he’s even tried it himself, though it didn’t work then and—

for all he knows—won’t work now. But this is his last chance—and he takes it. “Lay your 

hands on her, he says, “so she may be made well and live.” It’s amazing Jesus even hears 

him in that crowd, but somehow he does. So do lots of others and they follow along as 

Jairus leads Jesus to his house. 

They follow, presumably because for the moment, Jesus is the hottest ticket in town. Maybe 

they don’t have anything better to do. Maybe they’re eager to see for themselves, if this 

guy’s all he’s been cracked up to be. If this Jesus lives up to all the hype. But before they 

get very far, they run into some people coming the other way. And with devastating 

tactlessness, they come right out and tell Jairus: “Your daughter is dead.”   

They’ve just come from his house where she died. They saw it with their own eyes. There’s 

nothing anyone can do about it now. Jesus is too late. They say to Jairus, “Why trouble the 

teacher any further?” But overhearing this, Jesus said, “Do not fear.” What kind of answer 

is that? Do not fear? Sure—okay. We hear that a lot in the Bible—don’t we? “Don’t be 

afraid...” “Fear not...” “Do not fear,” Jesus says, and then adds, simply, “just believe.” 

“Just believe?”  

Okay—believe in what? My daughter’s dead! I mean, what’s there to believe in when your 

entire life comes crashing down around you? That life doesn’t suck? That somehow things 

aren’t quite as bad as they seem? That you’ll get over this? That everything’s going to be 

alright? 

“Just believe?” Just believe—in who? In God? In Jesus? Who is this guy anyway? Jairus 

doesn’t ask Jesus and Jesus doesn’t tell him as they stand there in the road. “Just believe” 

is all he says. He then tells everybody to go home except for Jairus and his wife and three 

disciples Peter, James and John—the three who’d be soon be witnesses to Jesus’ 

transfiguration. And everybody goes home. The five of them go to Jairus’ house and when 

they finally get there, they find what Mark describes as a commotion. 

They find a house full of people “...crying and wailing loudly.” Maybe they hadn’t started 

yet saying things like “God needed another angel,” “It’s really a blessing” or “She’s in a 

better place now...” They didn’t say it because back then—for the most part—they didn’t 

believe in a “better place.” They believed that there was a place under the earth where the 

dead go. Instead, they wept and wailed, because they didn’t have it in them to pretend that 

the death of a child is anything but a tragedy. A terrible—unspeakable—tragedy. 

And Jesus said nothing to try and change their minds. He didn’t tell them that it was God’s 

will. He said nothing like that at all. What he did say was something that’s not easily 

understood. “The child is not dead,” he said, “but asleep.”  Asleep?? What??? Why would 

Jesus say that? Did he mean it literally? Did he mean that she’d lapsed into some kind of 

coma? Was he only trying to comfort her father with the thought that death is only a kind 

of eternal sleep?  

Who knows what Jesus meant? 
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But the people in the house seemed to think that Jesus was either a fool or just plain crazy. 

I mean—come on. They’d been there when it happened. They knew death when they saw 

it, because they saw it a lot. And because there’s often a thin line between crying and 

laughing, they stopped their weeping and wailing and laughed at Jesus. Imagine that, 

laughing at Jesus. Maybe they didn’t know what else to do. What could’ve been going 

through their minds? 

At this—Jesus kicks everyone out. Only Jesus and His three disciples were there with the 

dead little girl and her grief-stricken parents. Together they went into the room where the 

child lay. Picture this—if you will: The deafening stillness. The mother’s tear-stained face. 

Jairus on his knees at the bedside. The child, probably already cold to the touch, hands 

folded, one on top of the other, resting on her chest. Then, as they say, a miracle happened. 

It’s the child herself to whom that Jesus speaks. He reaches down—takes her by the hand. 

And He says something very strange to our ears. Mark recorded the words he used. Not in 

Greek, the language in which his Gospel is written, but in Aramaic, the language Jesus 

actually spoke. “Talitha cum,” Jesus says. “Talitha cum.” “Little girl—I say to you—get 

up!” “Immediately...,” as Mark is fond of saying, “...the girl stood up and began to walk 

around. At this,” it almost goes without saying, “they were completely astonished.” Gee, 

you think? Wow! A dead girl alive once more! 

I’m thinking though, that it wasn’t just the girl who was given new life. It was the girl’s 

mother and father. I can see them standing there looking for words to describe what they’d 

seen; how they were feeling; how they could possibly thank Jesus for giving them back 

their child. Then Jesus spoke, giving strict orders not to let anyone know about this. Why 

would he do that? Well, that’s part of what’s called the “Messianic secret.” What’s up with 

that? Well, scholars have different ideas. There really is no definitive answer. But before 

they could grasp that—Jesus told them to give the child something to eat. And that’s where 

Mark’s story ends. The question is what kind of a story is it?  

If the little girl had actually died, then it’s the story of a miracle, every bit as amazing as 

the raising of Lazarus. It bears witness to the power Jesus had (has), even over the power 

people fear most—death. If she was only sleeping, it’s a story about a healing. A story 

about Jesus’ power to heal; his power to make whole; his power to restore life... 

So, okay, sure—it’s a story about a miracle anyway you look at it. But it’s about a miracle 

that doesn't end as we might expect—not with an exclamation point, but rather with a 

question mark, or, even better, an ellipsis. You know, those three little dots at the end of a 

sentence. It’s used as a literary narrative device, omitting a portion of the events, allowing 

the reader to fill in the narrative gaps, possibly that things remain unresolved. 

Do we know for certain what Jesus did? If we’re honest—we really don’t. We have to take 

things on faith. We can only guess what Jesus did in that house where Jairus lived. We can 

only guess how far down into the darkness Jesus had to reach to do it. But—does it really 

matter? 

I doubt the parents cared they had their child back. She was well again. She was alive again. 

That was all that mattered. Who knows what kind of story Mark—the most enigmatic of 

the synoptic gospel writers—is telling here. But there’s no doubt that the story is powerful 

and moving. 
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The part that moves me the most is the part where Jesus takes the little girl’s hand and says, 

“Talitha cum—little girl, get up!” You want to know why? Because when we read those 

words, suddenly—we’re the little girl. We’re the little boy. We’re the big girl—or the big 

boy. We’re old girl or the old boy—old girls and old boys with high blood pressure, 

arthritis, or some other ailment. Young girls and boys with tattoos and body piercing. Those 

who believe and those who don’t. Those who sometimes believe and who sometimes don’t. 

Those who’d give almost anything to believe, if only you could. You happy ones and you 

who hardly remember what it was like to be happy. You who know where you’re going 

and how to get there, and you who have no clue—or who’re just spinning their wheels... 

“Get up,” Jesus says, “all of you!” And the power that’s in Him is the power to give life. 

Not just to the dead—like the child—but to those who might be mostly dead (which is 

slightly alive), which is to say to people like you and me who live lives oblivious to the 

miracles around us. It’s this life-giving power that’s at the heart of these stories about Jairus 

and the daughter he loved and about the woman who was healed by simply touching Jesus’ 

cloak. 

And here—brothers and sisters—is the thing... 

This power is—I believe—at the very heart of the gospel itself. The power of God’s 

inexpressible love for us, capable of bringing new life, new hope and new being. It’s the 

power that we seek—whether we know it or not, whether we understand it or not—each 

and every day of our lives. It’s the power that draws us together as a congregation. It’s the 

power to get up, even when it’s difficult or painful. It’s the power to keep going—even 

when there seems to be no point in doing so. It can be hard. It can be scary. In those times—

Jesus tells us, “Do not fear—just believe!” 

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen. 


