
 
 
  There’s a line from an Annie Dillard novel that I have heard a version of from 
time to time. During a funeral service in an old country church of a beloved member, the 
preacher reads, “O Death, where is thy sting?” and the spouse the dead woman says out 
loud, “Just about everywhere, since you ask.” 
 

Sometimes it feels like the sting of death is just about everywhere. Someone asks 
to come by and talk. He had just been told to clean out his desk at work. Within minutes, 
this successful mid-level manager had to box up his photos, clean out his files, and, 
without even being able to say goodbye to the colleagues he had known for ten years, 
walk out. Just like that, his life is thrust into chaos and the unknown. He did not want to 
go home; he did not know how he was going to speak about it to his spouse and children. 
Toward the end of our conversation, he says, “I feel like I have died, or something 
important in me has died.” 

 
Many of you know the feeling. The moment when life as it was before suddenly 

changes, the illness that puts you or someone you love in bed for a long time; the move to 
a new city with children in the back seat crying because they miss their friends in the old 
one; the spouse who comes in and says “divorce”; the nursing home you have to move 
into, or move your parent into; the new school; and, yes, a pandemic that has taken the 
lives of 600,000 dead in this country alone. All of it feels like an interruption into the way 
things are supposed to be, an interruption in life, all of it can bring on the pangs of grief, 
which are really nothing more than a longing for what is gone and can never be again in 
the same way. 

 
Jarius, a leader in the synagogue, an important man, has given up all the behaviors 

that typify status. Having a daughter on the verge of death will do that to you. He calls 
her “my little daughter, my ‘talitha’, in Arabic. We learn later that she is twelve, going on 
thirteen, hardly little in those days, quite close to marrying age. But those of us who have 
children know what he means. She may be fifty, but as long as she lives, she will be his 
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talitha. And his talitha is sick, to the point of death. He is desperate, so desperate that he 
falls on his face and begs for her life repeatedly. “My little girl is at the point of death.” 

 
And yet, there is still time, still time before she crosses over to the point of no 

return, still time before everything will change forever. Jarius believes this with the kind 
of desperate hope of a father: “Just come and lay your hands on her, and she will be made 
well, and live.” Jesus sets out with Jarius, this leader who has shunned all pretense in his 
begging, all for the sake of his daughter. And who among us would not do the same?  

 
I was in the emergency room with a friend who was visiting with us from out of 

state. She brought her preschool boy with her, and he slammed one of our closet doors on 
his finger and came close to losing it. We rushed to the hospital, and the mother was 
getting more and more concerned that if they did not hurry, her son may indeed lose his 
finger. We waited and waited and waited. And our friend became more and more 
anxious. Finally, she asked me to go out into the hallway and get someone and make 
them come, pull the clergy card and make my presence felt. 

 
I counseled patience, mostly, I’m ashamed to say, because I was concerned that 

word might get out that the Pastor at First Presbyterian was yelling at nurses at the local 
hospital. “They will be here in a minute, I’m sure,” I said in a relaxed manner. “Never 
mind,” she said, staring daggers at me. “I’ll take care of it.” And with that, she rose from 
the bed, carrying her bleeding son, and let her presence be felt. They were attending to 
him soon after that. Later when everything was okay and we were heading home, she 
apologized to me, but then asked, “Would you not have done the same thing if it were 
one of your children?” The question did not need an answer, but I provided it. “Of 
course.” As a matter of fact, I would have used my clergy status to have every one of 
them concerned about the state of their souls before God. You throw pride out the 
window, even honor, when your little one is sick. 

 
So the father in me applauds Jarius. He does not leave one stone uncovered. He 

believes, and he is willing to place his trust in this Jesus. While there is still hope, he will 
not rest in his efforts to get his daughter back from the brink of death. Off they go, the 
committed father and his last, best hope, rushing off to the house where his talitha waits.  

 
But the sting of death is everywhere it seems, always interrupting even the most 

ambitious of plans. Jesus moves along toward Jarius’s house, a massive crowd in his 
wake, surrounding him. In the crowd is an unnamed woman who has spent twelve years 
with her life slowly seeping away. It is chronic and debilitating and makes her ritually 
unclean. She would not be welcome in the same synagogue where Jarius serves as an 
official. 



She is as desperate as Jarius, but she knows that if she approaches Jesus directly, 
she could very well be shuffled away, demeaned and ridiculed. This is the difference 
between Jarius and her, a difference of gender, status, and physical condition. But she’s 
desperate and she’s tried everything. She’s spent all her money on doctors, to no avail. 
She believes that if she can touch even the hem of his garment, she will be healed. No 
need to interrupt his journey.  

 
Jarius is almost dead with desperation; the little girl is close to death; this woman 

has been ritually dead for twelve years. And in the center of it all is Jesus, afire with the 
healing and liberating Spirit of God. 

 
The woman is healed immediately. So she is right. Now Jesus can continue, and 

she can walk away healed. All is well. But, inexplicably, Jesus stops. “Who touched 
me?” The disciples state the obvious; the crowds are large, people are bustling about 
everywhere. The question is not, “Who touched me?” but “Who hasn’t touched me?” But 
Jesus is undeterred. He keeps looking around. Finally, the woman comes forward, in fear 
and trembling, and falls before him, just as Jarius had done earlier. She is now vulnerable 
in every way, in a position of absolute surrender. Jesus sees her fear and trembling and 
her trust and courage, and says, “Your faith has made you well.” The word translated 
“well” means more than merely “healed.” The word healed had already occurred earlier 
when she touched his garments. Now Jesus pronounces shalom, wholeness. She is 
restored, body and soul. 

 
She is brought to shalom when she lets go of her need for anonymity, when she 

falls at Jesus’ feet. Up until that moment she has been in control, subtly manipulating the 
situation, treating Jesus like a kind of religious icon. But when he calls her out, he calls 
her to give up all that control. When she does, he pronounces shalom. 

 
Meanwhile, Jarius’s little one has died. The word comes by messenger. “Why 

bother the Teacher any longer?” Jesus overhears, and, turning to Jarius, calls him out in 
the same way he called out the woman. “Do not fear, only believe.” 

 
Jarius has been in control of the situation until now. But now, legs wobbly with 

grief and fear, speechless, he is reduced to blind trust. It is hard to imagine that the fear 
leaves him; at least it is for me, as a father, to imagine that Jarius was able to trade in his 
terror now for any other emotion. But he does manage, somehow, to put one foot in front 
of the other. He follows Jesus to that place where the worst he can imagine has taken 
place. That following, despite the pain and the fear, that following beyond any control he 
has, that giving up and giving over to Jesus is the essence of trust, the essence of faith. 

 



And when he hears the words, “Talitha cum,” Arabic for “Little girl, get up,” he 
knows that the kingdom of God has come into that place in Jesus. The true miracle here is 
not that she is raised from the dead. No, the true miracle is the Kingdom of God spilling 
out everywhere Jesus goes. Where Jesus is, there is life, even in the teeth of death. 

 
Where Jesus is, unnamed women and the religious leaders stand on the same 

ground, the same holy ground, called beyond wealth and status or the lack thereof to a 
new community marked by shalom, ushered in by simple, vulnerable trust. Where Jesus 
is, the sting of death, which can feel like it is everywhere at times, is swallowed up in life, 
abundant and flourishing, here and now. Where Jesus is, an ordinary day is interrupted, as 
they often are, and the interruption becomes the occasion for extraordinary love and 
healing. 

 
Where Jesus is, we are called out and marked by his love, summoned to faith and 

trust, as a church and as individuals, with the words still coming from his lips, “Little 
ones, arise…” Amen. 


