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Sermon        Sunday 27 June 2021 

 

 

Lesson   St Mark 5: 21 – 43 

 

 

 

‘Jesus had crossed again in the boat to the other side’.   This is a 

simple but poignant beginning.  He had left the Gentile country of the 

Gerasenes, where He had healed the demoniac, and returned to the 

more Jewish side of Lake Galilee.   In that opening verse, seemingly a 

mere detail, we learn that Jesus moved between two vastly different 

religious worlds:  Gentile and Jew.   

 

More than this, for me, the symbolism of the shore, the shifting, 

fluctuating boundary of water and land, suggests a touching of two 

worlds:  eternity and time.  Jesus embodied this union.  With no more 

than eleven words, ‘Jesus had crossed again in the boat to the other 

side’, the Gospel writer imaginatively suggests a broad theme of 

worlds meeting. 

 

In the drama of our lesson, we hear of a desperate father, a dying 

daughter, a haemorrhaging woman, a healing and, incredibly, a 
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resurrection from the dead.   In our interpretation of Scripture, we 

need continually to be careful, and discerning.  Rather than be dazzled 

by miraculous events, by a literal reading of Bible stories, we are 

invited to journey beneath the surface, into the story, and listen with 

the ‘ear of the heart’.   It is also true that if our faith rests solely on 

‘magical’ miracles, where does that leave us when such miracles do 

not happen?   

 

In my first parish, and as a hospital chaplain, I was called to the bed 

of a young man on a life support machine.  The nurse told me that the 

prognosis was not good.  The couple had three children, and she 

asked me to pray for him.  Like anyone would, she made promises to 

God about the future if only her partner would recover.  The young 

man was a prisoner who had collapsed in jail.  In tears, his partner 

told me that he loved his children and was not a bad man.  In prayer, I 

asked for God’s healing of the man:  such a bedside was no place to 

discuss theology!  What did I believe was possible?  The former 

Bishop of Durham, David Jenkins, provocatively said that miracles 
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were cruel because they made those whose cancers did not get healed 

feel unloved as well as ill.   

 

What are we to make of our Gospel lesson this morning?   Did you 

notice that the haemorrhaging woman had bled for twelve years and 

the young girl who died was twelve years old?  In the Jewish 

tradition, the tradition of Jesus, twelve is symbolic of the entire 

people of Israel: it had been twelve tribes that had left Egypt and 

made their way to the Promised Land.  Twelve signifies the salvation 

and healing of the enslaved Hebrew people.  It is no coincidence that 

Jesus chose twelve disciples.  In one sense, our Gospel lesson is about 

the salvation and healing of an oppressed nation; ‘salvation’ means 

healing.   Perhaps the woman is Israel, her blood the life force, and 

the physicians who attended to her the kings, foreign rulers and 

religious leaders who had failed her?   Did the Gospel writer believe 

Jesus to be the one to heal Israel’s wounds?  How do you interpret the 

story?    
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We may interpret the story in a personal sense.   The woman thought 

to herself, ‘If I but touch his clothes, I will be made well’.  It was not 

that Jesus radiated spiritual, healing power or wore some magical suit.  

Her thought was more basic than that.  As a woman, she considered 

herself unworthy of a rabbi’s attention and, as a woman in her 

condition, she was socially considered impure and continuously 

unclean.  She dared not defile a holy man!  In desperation, she sought 

to touch secretly the hem of His garment and be healed.   She feared 

that, like others, Jesus would find her touch disgusting.  In part, then, 

this tender Gospel story is about the agony of personal suffering:  

suffering inside; the suffering of isolation, humiliation and perhaps 

self-loathing.   

 

The Archbishop of Westminster, the late Cardinal Basil Hume, said 

that, in his pastoral experience, people are sick rather than sinful.  He 

wrote of the sicknesses that gnaw away at us:  thwarted ambition, 

resentment, frustration, wounds inflicted by other people, the pain that 

comes from feeling unappreciated, disliked, rejected, or being the 

subject of harsh, unfair criticism.  These are the inner wounds that 
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fester.  Perhaps for a moment, we may be that haemorrhaging woman; 

with our own inner wounds we may share human brokenness.   Jesus 

listened to her, spoke with her, and said her faith had made her well.   

Crossing the chasms of male and female, clean and unclean, Jesus 

united two vastly different worlds.    

 

In Greek, though not obviously in English, there is a difference 

between ‘healing’ and ‘cure’.  In approaching Jesus, the woman had 

sought healing.  On touching His garment, she felt herself cured 

inside.  Jesus then told her that her faith had healed her.  Healing is 

more than cure: it is wholeness, peacefulness and contentment.  In 

facing an illness or one’s death, we can be made whole, gain a sense 

of peace, without being cured.   It is healing Jesus brings to us more 

often than cure. 

 

Both our stories today have female characters at the centre.  Adding to 

the list of taboos that Jesus had already broken, we almost don’t 

notice that, as a rabbi deemed unclean by the touch of the 

haemorrhaging woman, He entered the home of the synagogue leader.  
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At his daughter’s bedside, Jesus broke the prohibition on touching a 

dead body.  Finally, as the climax of the story, Jesus raised her to life.  

Perhaps, once again, we may enter the narrative, become the lifeless 

child, let our souls be touched by the hand of Christ, and be raised to 

newness of life.   May we feel His nearness and that inner rising?   

When raised, she was given something to eat:  is that an image, a hint, 

of the heavenly banquet?   Jesus crossed the greatest chasm of all:  

death and life. 

 

We may read these stories in different ways; at different levels.  To 

me, they are poetry, not science; faith narrative, not history.  We are 

to experience these stories.  The Divine dwells within us.  The miracle 

is here, in the heart.  In Judaism, it is said of prayer that the question 

is not whether God is listening to our prayers, but whether we are 

listening to them ourselves.  The change, the growth, is in us.  Jesus 

told the haemorrhaging woman, ‘Your faith, your faith, your 

openness, your spiritual searching, your hunger for God, have made 

you well’.   What do you hear in these stories?   Amen. 


