PAGE  
1

Oil & Wine  Thirteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time  28 June 2009
• Wis 1:13-15; 2:23-24  • Ps 30 (29):2, 4-6, 11-13  • 2 Cor 8:7, 9, 13-15  Mark 5:21-43

Today is one of the rare occasions when women’s stories are the focus of the Sunday gospel. It is the most detailed and humane narrative in Mark’s gospel.  Last week, Jesus chided his disciples for their lack of faith on the storm-tossed Sea of Galilee; this week the desperate personal faith of an outsider, a woman of no status and ostracised socially and religiously because of her medical condition, is at the centre of the narrative. Her story is framed by the faith of another desperate person, but one very different to the anonymous woman – a synagogue official whose daughter is dying and who begs for her healing out of his own faith in Jesus. It is to be hoped that the shorter form of the reading is not used, as that leaves us only with the frame and not the portrait of the woman who is suffering from a gynaecological haemorrhage. 
Mark deliberately structures the narrative so that the two stories relate to one another by both contrasts and similarities. A young woman of a family with some status is contrasted with the anonymous marginalized woman; a public healing with a private domestic event; responses of faith with the incredulity of the onlookers. As for similarities: both a man and a woman profess their faith in Jesus; both women are anonymous – the girl is known only as the daughter of her father, Jairus, and the woman is ‘nobody’s’ daughter. The time lapse of “twelve years” is mentioned in both stories. 
In both incidents touch is important: the woman touches Jesus, and Jesus touches the young girl. According to the precepts of Lev 15:19-30, a menstruating woman was regarded as ‘untouchable,’ and ritually unclean. This is a difficult concept for us to understand, but what may have begun as a protection of the rhythms of feminine sexuality and an attitude of reverent awe before the paradoxical mystery of the flow of blood that both sustained and drained the life of the community, had become a legalistic, man-made burden. During menstruation a woman was excluded from relationships with everyone else: her husband, her family, her worship community. She was regarded as ‘polluting’ anything or anyone with whom she came into contact, and unless we try to appreciate her situation we cannot begin to appreciate the desperation of the woman who had endured such an alienation for twelve years and, adds Mark, had uselessly spent her money on physicians.
At the age of twelve, on the threshold of sexual maturity and of marriageable age in 1st century Palestinian society, a young woman is robbed of her womanhood by sickness and death. To heighten the dramatic impact of the narrative, Mark makes the time of her birth to coincide with the time of the beginning of the living death of the older woman, when all the possibilities of the latter’s giving birth seep away. 
As a synagogue official, Jairus is charged with the good order of that community, yet for the healing of his daughter he appeals not to the synagogue but to Jesus, to this man who is already the cause of controversy among some sections of the synagogue assemblies (cf. Mark 3:6). He goes down in the dust at Jesus’ feet and begs him to come to his house, lay his hands on his daughter, and so break the laws of ritual purity which forbade a man from touching a woman other than his wife, and especially touching one who might well be dead by the time Jesus arrives (cf. Num 19:11-13). For the sake of his daughter, Jairus is willing to lose his reputation and status in his community. We might also hear an offstage voice of a wife and mother who urges, “Get Jesus!”
Jesus goes with Jairus, followed by a great crowd, including his disciples who no doubt consider this more welcome social progress than the company of the Gerasene demoniac that they have just been keeping. But then there is an interruption. A woman who is also desperate worms her way through the crowd because somehow, somewhere, she has heard about Jesus. This is the woman who, regarded as a ‘contaminant,’ should not even have been out in a crowd, but she is ready to risk anything if only she can touch Jesus’ clothes and be “made well.” (In Greek, “well” can also be translated as “saved.”) She reaches out and touches, and immediately knows that she is healed. It is as if her whole woman’s body breathes a deep sigh of relief and joy. In the midst of the hustling crowd, at that moment Jesus is only concerned with one woman as he asks: “Who touched my clothes?” His disciples regard this question as an unwelcome and incredible interruption. 
The woman comes forward, and takes up the same posture as Jairus had – at the feet of Jesus ​– and, “in fear and trembling,” publicly tells the whole truth of what she had been and what has now happened to her. For Mark, this is the gospel response to the presence of the divine, similar to the way in which he describes the women at the empty tomb, although they take longer to speak out! Then from being ‘nobody’s’ daughter or wife or relative, she hears Jesus name her as “Daughter.” It is a resurrection moment for her; now she can live again with re-established social and religious relationships and, Mark suggests, membership of Jesus’ new family of faith.
As Jesus continues to Jairus’ home, word comes that Jairus’ daughter has already died. Jesus challenges him to have the faith of the woman who has just been healed: “Do not fear, only believe.” When they arrive, Jesus faces ridicule, disbelief, and the ultimate enemy, death. Yet with faith in Jesus, death is ultimately only sleep. Away from the crowd and the professional mourners and with in the presence of only the girl’s parents and Peter, James and John, Jesus takes the girl by the hand and tells her to “rise up!” That the text has retained these words in Aramaic, the mother tongue of Jesus and those with him, adds to the precious intimacy of the event. For Jairus’ daughter it is a ‘resurrection’ moment of walking in the presence of Jesus, and of being given something to eat – a sequence that parallels the resurrection appearances of Jesus, and should have eucharistic memories for every Christian community. Blood now courses again through her body and, at about the age of beginning menstruation, she now has a future and a marriageable hope. Like the woman whose twelve years of menstrual haemorrhaging were her shame, these two women can now go and live their womanhood in peace and wholeness. 
This narrative is a mirror in which we can gaze on the tragedy of all women who are still conditioned or condemned to insignificance and abuse; of all the little, anonymous women on the margins of society and church who hope desperately for other possibilities of life and love. It is a gospel that reminds us that, as Christians, we must refer constantly to the Scriptures and transplant Jesus’ way of relating to women into our own times and cultures. It also reminds us that by baptism we, too, have been grasped by Jesus and raised to life as daughters and sons of God. We, too, will die one day, but death is a sleep from which we will be awoken by the presence of the Risen One. 
Death and life are also the concern of the first reading from the Book of Wisdom. This is was probably written in the last half of the 1st century BCE under the name of Solomon who was regarded as the true sage in whom the ways of wisdom and faithfulness to God were joined. To name Solomon as the author gives the actual and unknown author a degree of authority, and was a recognized convention of authorship in the ancient world. This reading offers an unambiguous declaration of life after death, a concept that developed late in Judaism, but without any details of how this would be realized. That revelation would come with Christ. 
Today’s reading emphasizes the ‘wholesomeness’ or ‘integrity’ of creation. Both humanity and the cosmos are God’s creation. The Genesis tradition is recalled, the powerful memory of humanity that is created “in the image of God,” and so destined for immortality and eternity. The cosmos, too, is God’s good creation, and so both are bound together in an affirmation of the dignity and creativity of God. Humanity’s blatant misuse of the natural world is a sin against this relationship. Present universal (almost) agreement that dangerous climate change is largely human-induced affirms this faith from its own scientific stance. Every Eucharist is a thanksgiving memorial to God where we lift up for their transformation “the fruits of the earth and the work of human hands,” through Christ, the firstborn of all creation, “the Word through whom you made the universe, the Saviour you sent to redeem us” (Second Eucharistic Prayer). Creation and redemption are both celebrated. Do our lives beyond the liturgy express the wisdom and faith “that the world’s created things have health in them,” and that our sacramental communion demands communion with the earth and not a contribution to its ‘sickness’? Just as Jesus healed creation in the bodies of the women in today’s gospel, so we are challenged to offer whatever healing we can to our vulnerable planet.
Our response to this reading is from the same psalm as we prayed after the Fourth reading of the Easter Vigil and again on the Third Sunday of Easter (Year B), and so the emphasis on deliverance from death is a recurring memory, transformed for us by the resurrection of Jesus, an event that was beyond the imagination and experience of the psalmist. It is obviously a thanksgiving prayer for recovery from serious illness, from tears and night and grave, to joy and dawn and dancing. We might pray this out of our own faith in Christ, or with women who still wait and hope for rescue, and for whom we can be a voice before God.
Paul feels strongly about the responsibility that we have for one another. He reminds the Corinthians that Christ loved us so responsibly that he became poor for us, taking on the poverty of our humanity, of our lives and our death.  Because of this ultimate generosity, Christians should also be generous to one another. In practical terms, he encourages the Corinthians to contribute to the relief of their poor sisters and brothers in the church of Jerusalem. He reminds them of the collection of the manna in the wilderness: “The one who had much did not have too much, and the one who had little did not have too little” (Ex 16:18). Paul does not want to impose an unbearable burden on this predominantly Gentile church, but rather to practise a balanced generosity that would strengthen the bonds between them and the Jewish Christians of Jerusalem. The church’s preferential option for the poor calls us to be servants of the poor, not to idealise poverty but, as followers of the poor Christ, to work for greater equality in the world’s financial resources and in the promotion of human dignity. In the present global financial crisis, this is an urgent gospel challenge.
Benedict offers to his monks the wisdom of keeping an eye on death every day (RB 4:47). This is not for any morbid reason, but comes from the tool of good works that immediately precedes it: “Yearn for everlasting life with holy desire” (RB 4.46). Mindfulness of our mortality gives us a sense of urgency to “run while you have the light of life that the darkness of death may not overtake you” (RB Prol 13; John 12:35). According to the account of Gregory the Great in the Dialogues 2.37:
Six days before he (Benedict) died, he had his grave opened. Soon after a fever siezed him. The heat of the pains robbed him of his last ounce of strength. Hs condition worsened from day to day. On the sixth day he had himself borne into the oratory by his disciples. There he strengthened himself for his passing by receiving the Body and Blood of the Lord. Supported by his disciples, he held his feeble limbs upright. So he stood with hands raised to heaven, and in words of prayer breathed his last.
Benedict’s death is captured in a sculpture of Dying Benedict at Monte Cassino. On either side one of his brother monks supports his arms. No matter what our way of life, we all need the loving help of our sisters and brothers at our dying, the moment of our most radical human poverty – and also our most radical hope.   

