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We’re exploring the topic of change. 
 
In the first address we thought about how change happens. It happens 
constantly and naturally.  God is in the business of change in both 
creating us and in redeeming us.  In the second address we then 
considered how difficult change can be.  Even when we know change is 
for our good, it can be hard to adapt to, hard to say ‘yes’ to it. 
 
In both of the last two addresses, there’s been a sense that change is 
often done to us.  We are the ones who have to respond and adapt. It’s 
sometimes tempting to behave like victims, with grievance and 
unhappiness. 
 
This evening, we’re going to move the boot onto the other foot and see 
ourselves as agents of change.  Every human being has the power to 
change things for the better. We can change how a situation is perceived, 
or even what results.  And as Christians we have special commitments to 
change because our mandate is to heal the world, to address the wounds 
and the broken behaviour we see all around us.  To do that, we first 
should acknowledge that we can change things.  In ways small and large, 
we’re asked to bring hope through bringing about change. 
 
I confessed to you last time that I’m a fan of ‘Call the Midwife.  For those 
of you who don’t watch it, it’s a long-running drama about a community 
of nursing nuns in Poplar during the late 1950’s and early 1960’s who, 
with the help of other lay midwives, run the midwifery and district health 
service in that part of the East End.  For those of you who do watch the 
series I have to acknowledge that there’s been one of the most 
emotionally testing storyline in these last few weeks. But there was an 
earlier storyline a few weeks ago which illustrates perfectly my point that 
every person can make an impact. 



 

 
Poplar is right next to the London docks and off one of the ships came a 
Nigerian sailor, who was clearly ill. We saw him praying to Jesus for help 
as he’s hounded off the ship.  His face was full of blotches and he was 
running a high fever.  It was quickly assumed by him and others that he 
had smallpox and panic spread throughout the docks and the local 
community.  He was so afraid of contaminating others that he fled and 
hid in a cellar beneath the warehouses.  The only person who knew 
where he was, was Reggie, the young man with Downs Syndrome (or as 
they would have called him back then ‘a Mongol’) who befriended him, 
fed him and kept secret his location. 
 
Ultimately Reggie is coaxed into showing one of the nurses where the 
sailor is to be found.  He’s diagnosed not to have smallpox but leprosy 
and after being given warm hospitality by the nuns, they arrange for him 
to get the proper treatment.  But not before his Christian faith has been a 
significant encouragement to one of the nuns who’s afraid of facing 
surgery.  Important to the story line is that Reggie and the nurses use his 
name, Arday Babayaro, and instead of being a caricature of a dangerous 
stranger causing fear, he becomes a person with a history, and indeed a 
gift to their community.  Every individual – the nuns, Reggie, the nurses, 
the local GP – all of them play their part in ensuring that Arday is treated 
with compassion and that allows him in turn to change Sister Monica 
Joans’ terror of her cataract operation. 
 
Everyone in that tale is given the opportunity to be an agent of change by 
their attitude and behaviour. Just in the same way, every single one of us 
is an agent of hope by being an agent of change. You may feel as if there 
are situations where you can do nothing but hope and faith will always 
tell you different.   
 
Here’s our gospel story for tonight from Luke’s Gospel which features 
individuals who - yes were changed by Jesus - but who also changed each 
other’s lives, not always for the better.  But in order to properly 
interrogate the reality of this story we have to be prepared to think 
about women’s menstruation.  The Church hasn’t found it easy to discuss 
the implications of the healing of Jairus’ daughter because we don’t like 



 

discussing women’s bodily functions, but they are at the heart of 
understanding it. 
 
Judaism, like many religions, took a view on what was clean and unclean, 
morally and ritually.  Worshipping a God who is holy required regulations 
about how people ordered their life and their obligations of worship.  
Christianity has that same sense of what is clean and unclean, acceptable 
and unacceptable. Whenever social research is commissioned, and 
people who are sympathetic to the Christian faith are asked why they 
don’t give church a try, many say that their local church has codes and 
regulations and conventions which they don’t understand, or which 
makes them feel unwanted or unworthy. 
 
In the same way there were codes and regulations in this local synagogue 
– from what you wore to what you ate to what you did when you had 
your monthly period.  So for instance, women who were menstruating 
could not join in Sabbath or festival worship.  The nameless woman who 
seeks out Jesus’ power knows she is unclean. Trying not to draw 
attention to herself, she’s been bleeding for 12 years.  It’s possible she 
had fibroids. We know that heavy menstrual bleeding would be socially 
difficult to manage but it also leads to iron deficiency and the lethargy 
which goes with it. This woman lived with the practical and biological 
awfulness of her constant bleeding, but she’d also had to suffer exclusion 
from the worshipping community.  In her misery she’d spent all her 
resources on trying to find a cure.   
 
The drama of her healing would be a heart-warming story on its own.  
 
“Jesus said ‘Someone touched me; for I noticed that power had gone out 
from me.’ When the woman saw that she could not remain hidden, she 
came trembling; and falling down before him, she declared in the 
presence of all the people why she had touched him, and how she had 
been immediately healed.  He said to her ‘Daughter, your faith has made 
you well; go in peace.’” 
 
This woman who had been forced into the shadows by shame, emerges 
out from being hidden, comes towards Jesus, is made to show herself in 



 

the presence of all the people, and she tells them all of her plight and her 
healing.  Yet again Jesus heals not only the body but draws someone back 
into the community which has shunned them. He calls her a daughter of 
the faith. 
 
But there’s more to this story than a single healing of a body and her 
social relationships. Luke shows us how that happens by linking her story 
with that of Jairus. They are bound together, just like our lives are bound 
together with those who are in need or broken in our community. To 
reinforce the connection between them we’re told several things:   
 

• We’re told that Jairus’ little girl is just reaching puberty.  Why 
tell us that she’s precisely 12 years old unless it’s to draw 
attention to her being the age when menstruation begins, when 
girls become childbearing?  And her 12 years of life correspond 
precisely with the period of this woman’s suffering.  
 

• We’re told that Jairus was leader of the synagogue so it was his 
responsibility to maintain good order and exclude this woman. 
He was the person who kept the boundaries of the synagogue’s 
life so he would have represented the judgment made on this 
unclean woman, it was he who would have kept her outside the 
company of the faithful.   

 

• We’re also told that unintentionally, it’s the delay created by 
this woman which distracts Jesus just long enough for Jairus’ 
daughter to die. She delays Jesus.  His daughter dies. Can you 
imagine how angry – how hurt and frustrated and fearful that 
must have made Jairus?  Who was she to get in the way? 

 

• Above all we’re shown how they share a sense of desperation.  
The woman’s shame has quietly dominated her life for many 
years. She had suffered in silence.  Meanwhile Jairus’ 
desperation is no less deeply felt but it is known to everyone 
because he’s a civic dignitary, a public figure and his beloved 
daughter is dying. Note how with the woman Jesus draws her 
into the open space of public recognition and pronounces her 



 

dignity as a daughter of faith. With Jairus he does exactly the 
opposite and draws him and his wife away from his public role 
and the scrutiny that went with it and gives them privacy with 
which to confront their despair and lack of faith. ‘They laughed 
at him, knowing that she was dead.’  Both Jairus and the woman 
were desperate, but Jesus knew it wasn’t the leader of the 
synagogue who was exhibiting faith. 

 
We may not have the capacity to stop haemorrhages or to cure sick 
children, but we are bound up in other people’s lives just in the same 
way that Jairus and the unnamed woman were in each other’s.  We can 
be agents of change just as Jesus was an agent of change on that day: 
giving people back their dignity, ensuring they don’t suffer in silence and 
hidden from view, naming things which are unacceptable to us or unjust. 
We can confront hopelessness, celebrate faith and not shy away from the 
challenges of desperation or despair. 
 
Let me give you three examples of ways in which each and every one of 
us can be an agent of change; how we can heal situations and build the 
kingdom of God in our ordinary life. 
 

1. Our reading from Colossians gave us one example because it 
described how we can change situations radically through practising 
the character of Christ.  “Set your minds on things that are above, 
not on things that are on earth… as God’s chosen ones, holy and 
beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, 
meekness, and patience… forgive each other, clothe yourselves 
with love… and let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts… and be 
thankful.’  
 
Behaving badly is all too easy.  In our society being self-indulgent is 
taken for granted.  Being ungrateful or showing a mean spirit 
doesn’t often get challenged. Yet for sure that kind of character 
won’t change things for good and it won’t heal our world.  
 
I don’t know how many of you regularly use social media, but I’d be 
surprised if you never come across Twitter, Facebook, Instagram or 



 

the like.  Call me naïve if you like but I’m utterly disheartened by 
the degree of nastiness which routinely gets poured out on digital 
media. People in public life now expect to be vilified and 
threatened. Protecting reputations or privacy count for nothing. 
Much of the bad behaviour hides behind anonymity and comes 
from people who consider themselves to be civilised. If challenged 
they would quickly recognise that it falls short of kindness, 
meekness and peaceable-ness. 
 
By contrast, do not underestimate the power of a Christian 
character, shaped by the pattern of Christ not by the standards of 
our world.  Our character changes, often depending with whom you 
keep company and the habits we form. If you want to change the 
world begin by changing yourself by taking a long hard look at your 
character traits.  
 
Here’s some of the homework for this coming week.  Find time to 
read the third chapter of Colossians and do a character check. 
Which things would you like to get rid of. Which clothing do you 
want to put on? 
 

2. Secondly, being an agent of change can start with each and every 
one of your conversations. Our Colossians passage also talks a lot 
about how we speak to one another. It asks - Are we abusive? Do 
we lie? We might quickly say ‘no’ to these shortcomings but think 
about them a bit more. 
 
We might not be aggressive or foul-mouthed but could we be more 
encouraging and empowering in how we speak to people? What if 
we told people how much we appreciate what they do and who 
they are? What if we went out of our way to raise their confidence 
and boost their sense of how they’re valued because we tell them 
we believe in them?  
 
And we might not lie but are we always as honest as we might be in 
our conversations? What things do we pretend we don’t know, or 
don’t want to address, or positively wish to avoid?  Could we have 



 

more conversations which interrogate reality, provoke learning, 
tackle difficult issues and enrich our relationships? 
 
How about adding to your homework time to think about 
conversations you could have which are more honest or more 
empowering?  Every one of us can change things for the better 
simply by having better conversations. 
 

3. And finally, we can be agents of change by conquering our fear of 
conflict.   Why was the woman with the haemorrhages hiding as she 
sought Jesus’ help?  Like so many of us she disliked conflict and was 
afraid of it.  She knew that her uncleanness would provoke a 
reaction and wanted to defend herself against it. Touching Jesus 
would contaminate him and if discovered there’d be plenty of harsh 
voices wanting to condemn her for even daring to approach him. 
 
Someone said to me last week that most of their energy in a 
situation was going on avoiding conflict.  There may well be times 
when it’s right to keep the peace, but we rarely change things 
which need to be changed if avoiding conflict is our main purpose.  
 
Being people of change means we are going to have to be people of 
Christian character, risk difficult conversations but most of all to 
desire courage, the courage to sometimes prefer change to 
avoiding conflict. 
 
To go back to the story of the Nigerian sailor. Whilst with the nuns 
in Poplar he tells his story of being ‘cast adrift’ because of conflict in 
his home village when oil was found.  Sister Monica Joan, the oldest 
of the nuns then says to him, 
 
“We are none of us cast adrift if we have faith. In the cross we find 
our anchor.” 
 
Next week we explore that anchor as we look ahead to Holy Week. 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


