Mark 5:21-43



 God’s work and worship are One    
This scripture passage is a very rich one, and it tells us much about God’s work in the world.  From a biblical studies perspective it is always noteworthy when words or phrases get repeated.


For example, Mark 5:21 parallels Mark 5:1 in that Jesus goes “to the other side" (εἰς τὸ πέραν).   Jesus goes to the Gentile side in ministry to a Geresene demoniac and all those of the Decapolis occupied by Roman legions.  Using the same phrase Jesus returns to his people.   Jews and Gentiles must become comfortable with the compassion Jesus has for those on the other side.  It is part of God’s work in Christ, that those on the other side might experience restoration, liberation, reconciliation.  The reach of Jesus even extends to those in the realms of death.  The demonic wanders around the tombs (5:5) while Talitha has been counted as dead (5:35).   Jesus ministers among the living and dead alike.  There are no boundaries or limits to his love.
Upon reaching the other side a Synagogue leader approached Jesus on behalf of his daughter.  When “Synagogue” appears in Mark’s gospel some conflict with Jesus always ensues.
  Religious leaders in particular were not a professional caste with which Jesus had the friendliest of relationships.  You or I might put our defenses up if a familiar adversary approached us, but not Jesus.  Jesus was secure in God’s love and his commitment to God’s people; all God’s people.  His work was reconciliation, and this included any synagogue leader able to practice humility.  In an act of contrition the synagogue leader fell at the feet of Jesus (πίπτω), and Jesus went with him to help his daughter.  Synagogue leaders are yet another category of “other” in this text, and Jesus received them as well.
Before Jesus is able to work his ministry of healing on the leader’s daughter, though, another daughter enters the story.  The two daughters of the narrative share the number 12 as well as their titles of daughter.   “Twelve” links them to a sacred number within Judaism (12 tribes, 12 minor prophets, 12 disciples).  They were both from the “chosen people”, but their social locations differed dramatically.  One daughter came from an aristocratic family who had a parent willing to advocate for her.  The daughter with a flow of blood was on the social margins.  According to the Levitical purity codes this daughter should have been perpetually segregated.
    Impoverished, in poor health, socially isolated—nobody was going to advocate for her.  Like the Synagogue leader, this woman fell at the feet of Jesus (5:33 πίπτω); another repeated phrase tying her story to that of the privileged.
Jesus goes to the other side.   Regardless of where we place ourselves or our adversaries on the map, Mark’s gospel affirms that Jesus finds and cares for those on the other side.  Gentiles living under occupation, religious leadership, the marginalized poor, the dead—Jesus receives each of these so that lives might be reclaimed and a new social order might come into being.

These trio of interlocking stories concludes with a meal.  Jesus told the disciples to give the once dead something to eat.  Those once dead are invited to a meal celebrating their new life.  What might this all mean for us—at a Mennonite worship service on Canada Day in which we are invited to eat?  A few thoughts:
These stories are Good News for those feeling distant from God or God’s people.  Jesus crosses to the other side for those at a distance.  The purity laws, the broken systems and institutions which hinder more than help, the occupying forces which entomb, death--  Jesus is bigger than all of this and invites us to a meal in which we remember our identity in him.  We are not defined by class or creed or nation; our identity is in Jesus Christ.
Because Jesus goes to the other side, his disciples are asked to do that for each other.  As the line from our hymn goes, “Jesus calls us to each other:  vastly different though we are; race and color, class and gender neither limit nor debar.  Join the hand of friend and stranger; join the hands of age and youth; join the faithful and the doubter in their common search for truth”.
  Today we will recognize an open communion table, that all those who feel called to receive from Jesus in the context of this community are welcome to do so.  But our scripture lesson today asks even more of us:

Because Jesus goes across to the other side, we are called to go with him in the meeting of and ministry among “the others” of our society.  It is Canada Day.  In light of our Canadian history and the TRC process over the last ten years, we recognize the distrust which many aboriginal and non-aboriginal persons often feel toward each other.  Canada is 151 years old as a country, and yet there were peoples on this land long before 1867 who had their own nations.  What do our biblical stories and our communion table mean in relation to the reconciling work in which we find ourselves?

In his book, Blink, Malcolm Gladwell cites studies in which the positive imaging of the "other" is central to reducing racism, sexism or any other kind of ism.
   Building relationship with the “other” is ideal.  I am indebted to people like Elder Ron Thompson, Elder Melvin Little Crow, and Treaty Commissioner Harry Lafond for having taken time to visit with me and give me space to grow.  I am grateful for writers like Thomas King, Murray Sinclair, Vine Deloria and others who have written material contributing to my spiritual growth.  I am grateful to Gordon Lobe, Leonard Doell, and Steve Heinrichs who have promoted spaces in which aboriginal and non-aboriginal can listen to each other.  In our Canadian context the people we choose to meet and the literature we choose to read and the lectures we choose to attend contributes to the kind of social healing Jesus was enacting throughout Mark 5.

The challenges before us in Canada are formidable.  I may see progress in my lifetime, but I doubt I will experience anything near the fullness of reconciliation.  I try to do my little part—grow in learning, practice positive imaging, and most importantly remain open to what Jesus is doing.   Jesus goes before us to the other side.  He prepares the way for his disciples.  I must be attentive and open to the opportunities Jesus the Christ places before me.
This comment brings me full circle to affirming the central role of Jesus Christ in God’s work of reconciliation.  Knowing all that he has done, is doing, and will do in our lives and nation, we are invited to come to our Lord’s Table with humility, trust and thanksgiving.   Amen.

I invite the communion servers forward at this time.  As they come forward please take your HWB and turn to #803.  We will read as written for our Prayer of Confession as we prepare for communion.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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