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You know the feeling, you wake up in the morning, the day stretches out before you and you begin to remember the tasks you need to do in the day ahead. Some of them are routine, the things you always do on a Thursday, for example, perhaps they are not particularly uplifting, but they have to be done. Some of them are more like special treats; you are looking forward to them: Seeing your friends, meeting family, going out for a meal, reading a good book etc. Some of them are hard, the kind of things you do not look forward to. They bring you heart-ache and you are not sure how you would cope with another day of them. Then once you are up you begin the day in earnest.  If you are an organised person you start with the first task, progressing to the second and so on. In management terms it is called ‘prioritising’, and this is something men are supposed to be better at. The idea here is that having decided on what is most important within a structure of short-term goals and long-term goals, one is encouraged to do one thing at a time and see it through to completion.  But, if you are like me, you may – in the middle of doing one thing – notice that there is something more urgent, more important you should be doing, and decide quickly to attend to that, whilst your mind is still engaged with your original activity. One can do this most profitably in the kitchen, I find, where you can be doing 2 or 3 things at the same time making use of every minute you spend there. We call it ‘multi-tasking’ and the myth around it is that women are better at it than men. 

Well, if this is true, we find Jesus doing a very ‘womanly’ thing in our Gospel reading for today. He is ‘multi-tasking’. He is in the middle of a very busy schedule of teaching and attending to people’s needs, all aimed at demonstrating what he understands as hallmarks of God’s kingdom. He is on his way to the sickbed of a young girl at the request of her father, Jairus, who, in his desperation is willing to overlook the status difference between himself, as a synagogue president and Jesus, as an up-an-coming wandering preacher. He prostrates himself before Jesus and pleads for the healing of his daughter. This is a great honour for Jesus, through Jairus a whole synagogue-full of people would hear about the gracious healing power of God, who wishes health and wholeness for all. 

But on the way to Jairus’ house something else crops up, or rather someone else. A sick woman creeps up behind Jesus in the crowd and diverts Jesus’ attention from the task in hand. What will he do? Will he say what the management books advise and concentrate on one thing at a time using the well-worn excuse: ‘I am sorry, I can’t deal with this now, I am late as it is for another important appointment’? No, Jesus doesn’t say that, he stops and turns his full attention on this interloper, who seems to be preventing him from fulfilling his already tight schedule. Often these two stories are looked at separately; preachers normally concentrate on either of the two healing stories. I have done it myself in the past. But there is another way to see them and that’s to discover a clear intention on the part of the Gospel writer to present the two stories as one, a story within the story. When we look at the two stories together there is a multi-faceted message emerging with just too many parallels, mirror actions, similarities and deliberate contrasts to believe that it is all merely coincidental. 

We can start with the fact that both healings affect women, women at different stages of their womanhood. Jesus did not make gender distinction in an age when the whole of society was based on those distinctions. Just one illustration showing the bias of the age: neither of the women – who, after all are the main characters of this dramatic event- are named. We only learn of the name of the important, male character, Jairus. Then there is the distinction between Jairus and the woman on the basis of Jairus’ religious status. As president of the synagogue, he is the upholder and defender of Israel’s holy laws, especially the religious purity laws, which are the very ones that exclude the woman from all meaningful social contacts. The young girl, whose life is in the balance, is just 12 years old, she is on the brink of becoming a woman, full of promise, everything is going for her due to her father’s respected, well-off social status. The woman on the other hand, is worn out because of an ongoing gynaecological complaint, which has been plaguing her for the same length of time: 12 years. At the very time that the synagogue president and his family are overjoyed at the birth of their daughter, the woman is struck down by a disease that will not only make her life a misery, but eat up all her financial resources and exclude her from society because of her uncleanness. We see here life, in all its richness, when great human achievements and joys go hand-in-hand with life’s unbearable losses and failures. We all experience them within our own lives, don’t we and the story testifies that Jesus is there in the midst of it all.     

He is there, not merely experiencing it all, but as an active participant, making deliberate and surprising choices. Putting Jairus first may have been the obvious choice, certainly, the more prudent one. He was somebody in the local community, whom people looked up to. Wasn’t it more important for Jesus to reach more people with his message of the Kingdom through Jairus, who represented the religious establishment, the equivalent of a well-respected vicar, or rector in the town? If you fight for a cause, you know the value of publicity and you don’t ignore the chance of free publicity. Also, the young child has her whole life before her, shouldn’t she be given priority?  But, unexpectedly, Jesus stops in the middle of a task to attend to a seemingly less important task demonstrating more eloquently, than any words can do, that in God’s kingdom there are no more worthy and less worthy causes; That neither age, nor social or religious status matters. The woman is addressed by Jesus with the affectionate term ‘Daughter’ declaring that she is as precious to God, as the little sick child is to her father, Jairus. 

I wonder if there is a lesson here for us. Even within our churches we tend to think that young people are more important than the older ones, this is why we bemoan the fact of their absence from our pews. With some justification we say that the children are the future. Yet, today’s amazing message is that God cares for all our tomorrows? That the existential troubles of the middle aged or the failing physical faculties of the old or the chronically ill are not less important than the burgeoning life and promise of the younger generation. That in the final resort our future is not in the hands of our children, but in the gracious hands of God. 

As we highlighted before there are great differences between the two people who come to Jesus for healing. But there are also some similarities. The fact that, they are both in need and fall down before Jesus as they plead their case, for one. This involves considerable personal risk on their part. Jairus’ reputation, as a public figure is put on the line, and the woman’s shameful secret gets exposed for all to see. Our prayers, as we seek God’s help, is like that too: coming into God’s presence has its own risks, we may find that things look different from there. There is no room for pretending, keeping secrets or standing on our credentials. In our Gospel story both petitioners get what they came for, they receive healing, but the details of the story indicate that this cannot be taken for granted and the restoration does not happen exactly as they imagined, or wanted. The woman expected to get away with a secret touch, but that wasn’t to be. Jairus hoped for a cure before the worst should happen and that wasn’t to be either. The timing, the wherewithal, the nature of wholeness granted is not for us to know in advance. We have to be careful with our over-prescriptive prayers, God is that gracious provider, who chooses to act within the laws that are set to govern nature; we are not to use this graciousness as a slot-machine for prayers.

So, the older woman is healed first and the young child is restored to her family too; and here are another couple of surprises of this story: both healings occur by divine mercy but they come through the human touch, a touch that, in both cases flaunt the religious laws. Strictly speaking Jesus is contaminated by the first act then he takes that impurity into the house of the guardian of those purity laws, where he further contaminates himself with another healing touch.

 I take this to mean that religion itself is not the exclusive arena of divine activity, Jesus moves seamlessly in and out of the company of establishment and non-establishment figures; And more importantly that as our lives touch those of others, we are to be healers for each other whatever the cost. Jesus was there in the midst of all the human suffering of his time, we are also called to be there for each other, bearing each others’ heavy burdens. So as we come to the table of thanksgiving let us express our gratitude for the dignity and privilege our calling bestows on us and ask for God’s help to fulfil it to the best of our ability.  

