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Mark 5:21-43 

 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart be pleasing to you O God my rock and my 

redeemer.  

 

Do not fear, only believe.  

 

Powerful words from a powerful Gospel story rich in symbols and symbolism – we have two females, one 

adult, one child, both connected by 12 in this intercalated story  - literally a story within a story. Two 

women who are essentially dead are brought back to life and healing, and are reinstated to the community 

through kinship with Jesus. And those are just the basic connections that we can glean from the surface at 

one reading. But if we dig deeper, there is so much more going on beyond this well constructed healing 

story.  

 

Jesus has just returned to his Jewish hometown. He is immediately met by a high ranking member of the 

synagogue, who drops to his feet and begs Jesus to “lay hands” upon his daughter and make her well. 

Jesus immediately obliges.  

 

On his way to Jairus’ home, we meet the woman with the hemorrhage that had lasted twelve years. This is 

significant because this bleeding would have made the woman ritually unclean according to Jewish 

custom– she would not have been a member of the community; she would have been outcast for those 

twelve years. Her illness would have kept her from having children; she lacked a spouse or a male relative 

to vouch for or protect her, unlike Jairus’s daughter, who has her father as an advocate. She is destitute, 

she is alone, and she has drained all her resources on doctors only to deteriorate further. Her life was no 

life at all – it was isolation, poverty, pain, loss. 

 

In a moment of perhaps desperation or inspiration, but extreme boldness, she touched Jesus’ cloak, 

believing she would be healed. Sometimes, when we have nothing left to lose, we possess a boldness, a 

freedom to go against cultural norms, to go against shame, and to claim our needs and our place in this 

world. And that is what this woman did by having the audacity to even approach Jesus and come into the 

community that she was not allowed to be part of. 

 

And here is the interesting thing: by touching Jesus’ cloak, according to Jewish purity laws, she would 

have made Jesus unclean. And then, he would have to be removed from the community until he could 

perform whatever ritual was needed to reenter. This woman would literally bring her culturally perceived  

impurity onto Jesus.  

 

By any other male leader, she would have been cast out again, perhaps punished for this transgression of 

her impurity. Which, by the way, was not her fault. How many times are people condemned for simply 

being human, through those things which they cannot control? Our time in history is no different:  I am 

talking about all those things our culture, or parts of our culture, deem “impure” and use that to reject 

people out of community: ageism, mental illness, any illness, skin color, gender identity, socio-economic 

status, the list goes on, and at times can become quite particular to our proclivities – political, religious, 

social norms that we personally adhere to. And we may not wish to be “touched” by these things because 

they seem uncomfortable, or they might challenge our carefully curated social status and worldview.  

 

And that is a very human way to do things. But Jesus models for us a better way.  

 

Because Jesus did not condemn her for putting him at risk for “impurity” (in the eyes of the Jewish 

community). He lauds her faith, saying that faith healed her (he does not take any credit here) His power 



left him, and she was cured. If anything, Jesus’ power was activated by her boldness, her faith, her 

standing up for her needs by rejecting the cultural norms that made her an outsider. 

 

In fact, one of the most striking verses for me, that is so very easy to overlook at first glance, occurs when 

she responds to Jesus’ question of who touched his garment. She was empowered, even as she was 

trembling in awe of her healing, to tell “the whole truth.” The truth of her suffering, the truth of her 

desperation, her shame of her illness and separation from her community, and also the truth of faith. She 

shared it. She named it. She owned it. And she trusted the Jesus could handle it. And friends, he can. 

 

And Jesus, by calling her “daughter’, reintegrates her into the community – now she has kinship with a 

man, but not just a man, but the son of God…. making her, a daughter of God. Jesus’ power eliminates 

not just her illness, but her shame that has kept her from life, and makes her his kin, affirming her value 

and worth in his eyes and the eyes of the community.  

 

And, that my friends, is what we are called to do. We are called to approach Jesus with whatever is 

keeping us from fullness of life. From what is bleeding us dry – and it may be a trauma, a failed 

relationship, illness, anxiety, resentment, prejudice, the list goes on. And we may need to name it through 

our own bold actions of truth telling to make space for God’s power– or we may just need Jesus to lay 

hands and bring back what has died within us. So that we may be grounded in our identity as loved sons 

and daughters of God. Then we are called to witness to that in others. We are called to seek out those on 

the margins, to recognize the ways we have left others out. We are invited by Jesus, “Do not fear, only 

believe.”   

 

Do not fear death. Do not fear “the other”. Do not fear mental illness. Do not fear any illness. Do not fear 

race. Do not fear your shame. Do not fear, only believe. Believe that the God of our forefathers and 

foremothers indeed created all of us out of love, and loves us now. Believe that Jesus truly came to 

reconcile us to God, no matter what level of “impurity” or shame we may be carrying.  

 

And let’s talk a little bit about that most uncomfortable subject: shame. Oftentimes, shame has so little to 

do with us and so much to do with what we cannot control. Shame is such a tricky thing – painfully 

intimate and secretive. And we can all go to great pains to avoid it or push it down. And it can follow us 

around for years, and years. And I can speak to that from experience. In doing so, in carrying around 

shame, life can literally bleed out of us, and we can isolate ourselves from community and from God’s 

love, turning more and more inward about whatever this is.  

 

Jesus is showing us that our own shame that we carry cannot mar him. We can reach out, we can grab his 

cloak, in boldness, for healing without fear. Because Jesus is not beholden to the human, cultural codes of 

honor and shame, cleanliness and uncleanliness, purity or impurity, then or now. And because of this, 

ultimately, neither are we. And neither are those that we would wish to remain outside our circle…those 

who we may choose not to see, or not to engage with. Our God invites us to life, and that life that he gives 

us must be shared with each other. Jesus gave both women in this story new life and new identities so that 

they could also bring life back into the world through his kinship. And so, it is with us. Through our 

kinship with Jesus, we are sons and daughters of God, and are called to offer life to “others” in this world 

in a myriad of ways.  

 

And so I ask you to consider: Where might there be life bleeding out of you, right now? How might Jesus 

be inviting you to boldness, to audacity? Are there dead places within us that need Jesus’ healing touch? 

Where might you need to advocate for someone on the margins, separated by what our culture, or you 

yourself,  deem inappropriate, unclean, impure?  

 

Let us pray: Lord, let us walk with boldness, audacity, and humility remembering that nothing can 

separate us from your love – no cultural convention, no shame, no human structures - and that we are 



loved, welcomed, and belong as daughters and sons of God in every moment. Give us the courage to live 

out your love in our world today. And let us pray for the courage to trust in Jesus’ words: Do not fear. 

Only believe. Amen.  
 

 

 

 
 

 

 


