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Jeremiah 8:15-22

18 O my Comforter [b] in sorrow, 
       my heart is faint within me. 

 19 Listen to the cry of my people 
       from a land far away: 
       "Is the LORD not in Zion? 
       Is her King no longer there?" 
       "Why have they provoked me to anger with their images, 
       with their worthless foreign idols?" 

 20 "The harvest is past, 
       the summer has ended, 
       and we are not saved." 

 21 Since my people are crushed, I am crushed; 
       I mourn, and horror grips me. 

 22 Is there no balm in Gilead? 
       Is there no physician there? 
       Why then is there no healing 
       for the wound of my people?

 

Mark 5:21-43 

21When Jesus had crossed again in the boat to the other side, a great crowd gathered around him; and he was by the sea. 22Then one of the leaders of the synagogue named Jairus came and, when he saw him, fell at his feet 23and begged 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." 24So he went with him. 

And a large crowd followed him and pressed in on him. 25Now there was a woman who had been suffering from hemorrhages for twelve years. 26She had endured much under many physicians, and had spent all that she had; and she was no better, but rather grew worse. 27She had heard about Jesus, and came up behind him in the crowd and touched his cloak, 28for she said, "If I but touch his clothes, I will be made well." 29Immediately her hemorrhage stopped; and she felt in her body that she was healed of her disease. 30Immediately aware that power had gone forth from him, Jesus turned about in the crowd and said, "Who touched my clothes?" 31And his disciples said to him, "You see the crowd pressing in on you; how can you say, 'Who touched me?'" 32He looked all around to see who had done it. 33But the woman, knowing what had happened to her, came in fear and trembling, fell down before him, and told him the whole truth. 34He said to her, "Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in peace, and be healed of your disease." 

35While he was still speaking, some people came from the leader's house to say, "Your daughter is dead. Why trouble the teacher any further?" 36But overhearing what they said, Jesus said to the leader of the synagogue, "Do not fear, only believe." 37He allowed no one to follow him except Peter, James, and John, the brother of James. 38When they came to the house of the leader of the synagogue, he saw a commotion, people weeping and wailing loudly. 39When he had entered, he said to them, "Why do you make a commotion and weep? The child is not dead but sleeping." 40And they laughed at him. Then he put them all outside, and took the child's father and mother and those who were with him, and went in where the child was. 41He took her by the hand and said to her, "Talitha cum," which means, "Little girl, get up!" 42And immediately the girl got up and began to walk about (she was twelve years of age). At this they were overcome with amazement. 43He strictly ordered them that no one should know this, and told them to give her something to eat.

There is something quite extraordinary in the readings today.  It is the kind of mystery that keeps me so interested in the Bible.  The Old Testament reading comes from the prophet Jeremiah.  Now if you know anything about the Bible you know that Jeremiah is not the book to go to if you are looking for a quick pick me up or help with a more positive outlook.  Most of Jeremiah is pretty bleak.  Jeremiah was a prophet who lived and prophesied after the northern kingdom or Israel was destroyed in 722 BCE but before the southern kingdom or Judah was destroyed in 587 BCE.  He had seen disaster and was quite sure that there was nothing but disaster on the horizon.  He was right but that did not make him a very happy camper.  There are some glimpses of hope in his book but for the most part Jeremiah is very dark.
In this passage Jeremiah is characteristically dire.  There is a reference in it that some of you might recognize.  At the end he talks about a Balm in Gilead.  Of course there is a spiritual by the same name and that is the extraordinary part.  No not the there is a spiritual with Biblical references but rather the particular reference.  The Bible says “Is there no Balm in Gilead?  Is there no physician there?  Why then has the health of the daughter of my people not been restored?  It might seem obscure and it is but Gilead was evidently a place of healing. Evidently there were herbs and spices there that helped with physical well being.  And there was a particular plant that could be made into a balm that evidently was very healthful.  So Jeremiah brings to mind this place of healing but wonders if it could do any good for the ills of his people.  Jeremiah refers to the spiritual ills of Judah time and again.  These spiritual ills are the reasons for Judah’s coming destruction and not even the balm of Gilead can help them.  Jeremiah, with his question, says no there is no balm in Gilead that can help with this particular affliction.  

However, some 2400 hundred years later the answer seems to have changed.  What Jeremiah took for absolute despair shows up referenced in a traditional spiritual.  In a few moments we will sing:

“There is a balm in Gilead
To make the wounded whole;
There is a balm in Gilead
To heal the sin sick soul.”
It is a complete negation of the Biblical text.  It references Jeremiah’s despair and says no there is a Balm in Gilead.  That is quite a claim to make.  It goes against the Bible and it would seem that it went against the experience of the very people who sang it or developed it.
Spirituals came out of a very specific context.  They were sung by slaves in this country often as they worked as slaves.  So these were people cut off from home, many times family, who were treated like property, and without much hope for anything but more slavery.  They lived in a situation that many of  us would see as hopeless and yet it is out of this exact situation that an incredibly hopeful proclamation is made.  Even if the Bible says there is no such Balm those slaves proclaimed there was.  Wow, where does that kind of faith come from?

Again it did not grow out of some cushy situation.  That is not how faith usually works, at least that is what can be learned from the story from the Gospel of Mark.  Jesus is on his way to do a mission of mercy.  A leader of a synagogue has asked Jesus to come and heal his daughter Jairus.  Jesus does so.  On his way though there are great crowds following him and one woman who is in need of healing.  The story goes into great detail to tell the reader that this woman has been suffering with a disease for a long time.  It is a disease that no one seems to be able to do anything about.  She has been to all the doctors she can afford and now seems destitute because of what she has spent on trying to be cured.  A story as modern as today!   Even at that though she seeks out Jesus to be healed and so touches him in the crowd.  She believes that just a touch can help her and it does.  Jesus in some way knows this and looks around to see who touched him.  When he find the woman he says something quite amazing and provocative. "Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in peace, and be healed of your disease." 
Please notice that he separates the disease from the wellness as if they are two completely different things.  It is her faith that has made her well and then she will be healed of her disease.  How can wellness be different than healing?  One is spiritual and the other is physical.  Jesus is making the point that this woman, with her faith so strong that she would still seek him out for help even though she had been through so very much, was already well because she lived her life of faith.  The disease was something else.  It was physical and he was happy to help with that but he knows full well that without the spiritual wellness physical wholeness will make no difference at all to the overall health of this woman.
The point is brought home in the continuation of the raising of Jairus.  Jesus is living in this deep faith that gives so much life.  He feels it he even oozes it but not everyone gets is so when he arrives at the house and the little girl is already dead everyone is pretty sure that he cannot help Jairus but miracle of miracles he can and does.  He raises her from the dead and then there is this odd little event that follows.  The Bible says “He strictly ordered them that no one should know this.”

What?  He just did the most outrageous miracle.  He has just accomplished the impossible.  He has just granted the wish that every one of us who has lost a loved one would have loved to have happen.   He has brought this little girl back from the dead and those who saw it are not supposed to tell anyone?

You could think that is what is happening here but I am not sure that makes any sense.  He doesn’t like at other places in the Gospel of Mark tell them not to tell anyone.  He puts it differently,  “He strictly ordered that no one should know this.”  I don’t think he is talking about not telling the story he is talking about how one might think about this event.  What has happened is again all about faith.  Jesus’ faith, the leader of the synagogue’s faith, and it is not about knowing.  The power here is in believing.  The girl had no chance if her father did not believe.  The girl has no chance if Jesus did not believe.  He girl lives on the tide of faith.  For her too faith ahs made her well and is the most central aspect of our lives.  It literally gives us life. 

That is what those slaves who sang that song out in the fields or in their churches in a most difficult circumstance understood that perhaps Jeremiah missed.  Now I think we can forgive Jeremiah because he did not have the same perspective that we had.  He thought that the end was near and in many ways it was and what came to Judah should have been the end of that little kingdom, culture and religion.  That kind of destruction should have spelled utter defeat just like Jeremiah feared but it didn’t.  Yes, the worst happened but it was not the end.  The temple, the city, the people would return.  And would be destroyed again but faith and the life that faith gives would always return.  That is what the slaves believed.  They read in that book that time and time again the worst that the world could give was no match for the power of faith in God and so they believed that with faith no matter what they were well.  Just like Jesus said to the woman.  So they could sing filled with faith that indeed there is a Balm in Gilead and that is faith, faith that makes all the difference.  In Christ Jesus.  Amen.
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