Professional Mourners 

Mark 5:38-42 They came to the house of the ruler of the synagogue, and Jesus saw a commotion, people weeping and wailing loudly. 39 And when he had entered, he said to them, "Why are you making a commotion and weeping? The child is not dead but sleeping." 40 And they laughed at him. But 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. 41 Taking her by the hand he said to her, "Talitha cumi," which means, "Little girl, I say to you, arise." 42 And immediately the girl got up and began walking (for she was twelve years of age), and they were immediately overcome with amazement. ESV

Matt 9:23-25 And when Jesus came to the ruler's house and saw the flute players and the crowd making a commotion, 24 he said, "Go away, for the girl is not dead but sleeping." And they laughed at him. 25 But when the crowd had been put outside, he went in and took her by the hand, and the girl arose. ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

Both of our texts record the story of Jesus’ entering the home of a synagogue leader and raising his twelve-year-old girl from the dead.  The father’s name was Jarius and he would have been quite wealthy.  Mark gives a more full account of this story because his Gentile audience would have been interested to know that not all of the Jewish religious leaders spurned Jesus.  In fact, if we begin a few verses before our text, we find that this Jarius gives us a great example of how to approach Jesus with genuine faith.  I will hit the points quickly:

Jarius looked for Jesus.  When calamity strikes we, too, should look for Jesus before we look for anything else!  Before he called on anybody else, Jarius went looking for Jesus.  Oh, that we would have the same immediate response!

Jarius did not care what others thought about his coming to Jesus.  He was a synagogue leader and thus someone who instructed in the matters of the Word and Laws of the Old Testament and who was viewed with esteem by the people around him.  He found Jesus, the verses before our text tell us, with a large crowd of people, but he had no qualms about coming and expressing his need to the Master even though others could see.  How often it is that pride keeps us from getting what we need from our Master!

Jarius came in humility and worship.  “Seeing Him, fell at His feet” is the description given of Jarius’ approaching Jesus Christ.  Despite his exalted position, he did not come demanding but requesting and he did not come haughtily but rather as a servant and with adoration and worship.  How often we forget that before we pray, “give us this day our daily bread,” we should first pray, “hallowed be thy name!”  Sometimes our prayers are a bunch of “give me, give me, give me” as if we were in a court of law demanding our rights.  We need to come boldly before the throne of Grace, but humility and worship must also be present!  You’ll get a better response from the Judge if your actions and words indicate that you know how great He is and that you serve Him and adore Him. 

Jarius came with expressed faith.  Listen to Jarius’ words to Jesus:

Mark 5:23 and implored him earnestly, saying, "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." ESV        

How different Jarius’ approach is to that which we sometimes bring!  Jarius doesn’t coming stating questions.  He doesn’t come and say, “Can you heal her?”  But rather his statement is that of faith, “come and lay your hands on her, so that she may be made well.”  He knew Jesus could do it and there was no doubt in his mind.  Jarius had a revelation of Jesus before the work of Calvary that we who live in this blessed place called Grace need to get for ourselves.  It is never a matter of “can God do it?”  It’s not a matter of whether Jesus wanting to do it.  I think of the other man who came and asked, “can you?”  “would you?’  And Jesus answered him by saying, “I can and I will!”  The issue is whether or not we believe it to be so and whether or not we will act according to that viewpoint.  The shortcomings in a situation are always with us and not with the Master, so when you approach Jesus Christ, come speaking faith.  Come saying, “I know you can do this, come work, Jesus!”  Save your questions for your kids or for Jeopardy!

Jarius was patient with Jesus’ work.  Once he had asked Jesus to get involved, Jarius was patient in the manner as to how Jesus chose to work.  The verses that we have been referring to as the first part of this story are much earlier in the chapter than our text because as they walked along towards Jarius’ house, the woman with the issue of blood crept up and touched the hem of the Master’s garments and the whole procession stopped while Jesus finished the work with her.  Throughout this whole exchange with this woman, Jarius never bugs Jesus nor does he anxiously pull his coattail while he stops and asks questions like “who touched me?”  We sometimes come enlist Jesus’ help only to try to explain to Him how He should do it.  Only Jesus can really help you, but He doesn’t need your help in helping Him help you.  But we sure try.  And how often Jesus stops and starts and works at a slower pace than we would have preferred!  But Jarius was patient with Jesus’ methods!  We rarely make great decisions when we are in a hurry and God does His best work when you just trust Him.  True faith finds its greatest expression in trust.  Did you catch that?  The reason that we oftentimes are impatient with God and want Him to hurry up is that we really didn’t have genuine faith in His ability in the first place.  Unlike Jarius, we come with questions and then those questions turn into impatience when God doesn’t do things as we scripted.  But when you have true faith, you can wait on Him!  And good things come to those who wait!

Jarius continued trusting Jesus even after it seemed that the situation had taken a turn for the worse.  As Jesus was getting ready to move onward towards Jarius’ house again and had dismissed the woman who had been healed, a servant from his house ran up and said, “your daughter has died, don’t trouble the Teacher any more.”  How true it is that often when we finally bring a situation or circumstance to Jesus to work on and God begins to work towards it, that it appears that things at first get worse before they get better.  Perhaps this happens because sinful and life circumstances try to fight against God’s doings.  Perhaps more likely this is because God gets to the root of the issue and works more thoroughly than we do.  And sometimes when things start getting worse at first seeking after God and His will, people give up and stop seeking Jesus’ involvement in the matter.  They grow disheartened and give up on God.  But Jarius understood that Jesus was still able even in the worsened situation.  Jesus could heal his daughter; He could also raise her up from the dead.  And so when Jesus interrupted by saying, “do not be afraid any longer, only believe” Jarius obeyed him and stayed with Jesus.  

This is easier, perhaps to live when the time period of these steps is measured in hours rather than days or weeks or years.  Sometimes we don’t have a few minutes of it appearing to get worse, but rather we have months of it appearing to get worse before it gets better.  But be encouraged and allow the approach of Jarius to guide you!  Without Jesus you are sunk!  But even in a darker circumstance, He is still able!  And perhaps He is allowing the situation to get worse to set you up for a greater miracle, a greater testimony, and so that you can experience His greater power!  This word is for someone here – Have faith and trust God!  Be patient with God and walk with Him on the long term!  And don’t quit trusting and believing and walking just because things get worse before they get better.  Those who will experience His resurrection power are those who will trust the Master with their lives and who will refuse to quit!  

______________________________________________________________________

And so we come to our text and a most curious scene is presented to us as Jesus arrived at Jarius’ home.  Mark puts it like this:

Mark 5:38 They came to the house of the ruler of the synagogue, and Jesus saw a commotion, people weeping and wailing loudly. ESV
Matthew paints a more full scene of specific things:

Matt 9:23-24 And when Jesus came to the ruler's house and saw the flute players and the crowd making a commotion, 24 he said, "Go away, for the girl is not dead but sleeping." And they laughed at him. ESV
Get the scene in your mind:  “commotion” and “people weeping and wailing loudly.”  “a crowd.”  “The flute players.”  Oh, those dreaded flute players!  When Jesus arrived at the home where the girl had died, it was not the quiet and reverent and somber atmosphere that we are accustomed to today in modern times.  Rather it was a circus.  Or a zoo.  And here we are introduced to a concept that was very common then but that seems very foreign to us today:  professional mourners.  

These “professional mourners” were a Jewish custom of the time and indeed it was very similar in some of the Gentile countries, also.  When someone died, they came out of the woodwork.  They were ordinary people of the surrounding village but when someone died, they became actors who wept and wailed and made a great commotion.  Some of them would play flutes and mournful tunes and others would take turns dancing where they worked themselves into a frenzy and fell out on the floor seemingly emotionally spent.  Others would cry and sob and wail and beat their breasts and tear their clothing and holler in great anguish and grief.  The entire time that they were doing this, they were drinking, to the point that the Jewish Rabbinic laws had to put a statute that said that mourners could only have ten cups a day of the stuff.  They weren’t drinking Gatorade!  And as they got more and more drunk, their faked anguish and put on grief would get more and more elaborate and more exhausting.  The flutes would continue to play, the actors would continue to dance, and the mourners would wail and sob.  

Why were they doing this?  There are several reasons.  Some just got a kick out of the emotional scene and upheaval and fed off it.  Some just wanted to get drunk.  And, perhaps most importantly, the custom was that the man of the house of the deceased or the executor of estate would pay the mourners for their actions and “services.”  Usually the better they wailed and the more frantic they danced and sang, the better the pay.  And when a rich man such as Jarius had a death, well, opportunity was a knocking.  “Let’s go and rip some shirts and wail a little and scream and kick and cry and hopefully the rich man will pay us well.”  That would explain that although Jesus Christ got there just shortly after the girls’ death, there was already a “crowd” and the circus was in full swing.  That these professional mourners were faking it and not truly grieving is evident in the fact that as soon as Jesus shushed them and told them “the little girl is just sleeping” that immediately their tears turned to laughter and derision.  The Greek terms here suggest that they jeered at Him and made fun of Him.  Like turning off a light switch, they flipped from great grief to making fun and laughing.  They could do this because they were professional mourners!  

_______________________________________________________________________ 

I feel that this example pulled from scripture speaks to us even today.  We have different death customs – not as extreme as this, but weird in their own rights – and yet we still have professional mourners among us.  Let the Spirit speak to us all tonight from such an illustration.  First these professional mourners speak to us that:

We should be real and not fakes.

How can they go from just extreme expressed grief to joking and deriding Christ?  How can they just flip the switch from one side to the other?  The answer was that they were really not sad for the situation and they were really not grieving.  True grief cannot be turned on and off like selecting the high setting on a fan.  Genuine grief cannot just morph in seconds to joy and sheer ribaldry.  They were fakes and that is why they were instantly able to change from one state to another.  

This speaks to us about our Christian conduct.  How can some people go from kneeling in prayer to standing in judgment?  How can some people’s mouth go from praising God to cursing those in the car next to them?  How can some go from proclaiming the need to obey God’s Word to liars at work and cheats at school?  The only answer is that they are fakes.  One of those presentations is an act.  One was a put on.  And unfortunately, usually the case is that the Christian conduct is the masquerade.  Again, James’ words come forth:  how can sweet water and salt water come from the same fountain?  It doesn’t and the one will always contaminate the other.  All Christians have bad days; all Christians stumble in their words; all righteous people fall occasionally.  But making a mistake and putting on a charade are two different things.  Falling while I strive to move upward is one thing – acting a part around one group of people and then instantly changing my image, my make up, and my identifiers because suddenly with another group is a different matter.  I don’t want to be a good fake.  I want to be a good reality!  The world doesn’t need professional Christians who are like the professional mourners in that they only think holy and live holy at times.  The world needs to see people who have really been changed!   

This speaks to us about our praise and worship.  Lest I be misunderstood, I am wholeheartedly for spontaneous and exuberant praise and worship.  The Bible describes it and the Bible prescribes it!  “Dance before the Lord” is a Biblical phrase.  “Shout unto God with a voice of triumph” is a Biblical command.  Sing and dance with musical instruments is a Biblical idea.  But what I am not for is those who only do so as an act of learned ritual.  Pentecostals can become professional worshippers in much the same manner as the songs and actions of these professional mourners of yesteryear.  If it is a certain style song, we move out of habit in a certain way.  Or we come and praise and worship and drink from the wine of the Holy Spirit and throw away our inhibitions for a time at this house and yet we are able to turn it off and on like a switch and go out and live a life that is nowhere submitted to the Spirit in day-to-day actions.  Such is a dangerous spiritual state in which to find one’s self.

I realize that the spirit of the prophet is subject to the prophet.  What that means is that most of the time in my life when I have praised God exuberantly, I have done so in my right mind and with my own understanding.  There have been a few times where I lost control and it wasn’t me but those are the exceptions rather than the rule.  I’ve had people tell me, “I’ll dance or shout or be exuberant when I’m no longer in flesh and it’s the Spirit sweeping me along.”  The problem with that is that nowhere in the Bible does it command such a thing as you are proposing.  Nowhere does it say, “dance before the Lord, when you finally get out of the flesh.”  If you ever get out of your flesh, which is to say out of your body, then I’m outta here!  Because either the Rapture has taken place or it’s getting weird and either way, I’m gone!  

We sing – and we’ll keep singing – “when the Spirit of the Lord moves upon my heart, I will dance like David danced.”  But the Bible doesn’t command us to only dance when the Spirit moves upon our heart, but rather to praise if we have breath and to praise according to His excellent greatness!  A professional mourner only acts from the obligation of the moment and after they have enough wine in them; if the only time we truly praise God exuberantly is when the Spirit has consumed us, then we have become professional worshippers – able to turn it on and off at will and only praising God when we are absolutely caught up in a moment.  And if that be so, then that means that we are fakes.  True worshippers and true praisers live a life of rejoicing where they are ever in the mindset of praise and worship and so when it comes times to gather at this house and give God glory, they just keep doing what they’ve been doing all week and just amp it up a notch in focus.  

Think of those professional mourners going home.  A few minutes before they were weeping and wailing and expressing great grief, and now that they walk home, they are laughing and making fun of Jesus and go home having a wonderful time.  I don’t want to be a professional mourner in my worship – I don’t want to be able to come in here and dance and get drunk on the Holy Spirit and yield for a moment and then the second that I walk out of the door and go home, go back to my carnal and sinful lifestyles and thinking.  I don’t want to talk in tongues in here and on the way home go back to “blessing someone out.”  I don’t want learn how to worship God emotionally here and then turn it off and worship other things throughout the week until next Sunday.  Where are the real worshippers?  Let the true worshippers arise – those who will praise Him every morning and who never take off the praise!  

And let me add this:  one commentary wrote about these professional mourners of our text, “The more noise that they made the better they were paid.”
  That is, their emotional expression was motivated solely upon what they might get in a response.  We have professional worshippers that are the same way:  they only worship God with great emotion and great expression when they want something really bad, and their worship is only an expression of greed and not really about who He is.  Worship is a key to getting something from God, but if the only time that I really worship and give my all to God is when I want something, then I’m a fake worshipper!  I’m just a modern-day professional mourner.  I don’t just want to show up at this house of the Ruler of Heaven and worship with all my heart just when there is something to be gained from it, but rather because I want to bless Him and exalt Him for whom He really is!  I don’t want just to be someone who puts on the mask of worship for what I can get, but to be someone who really worships in Spirit and in Truth!  I don’t want to be the professional mourners whom Jesus sends away, but rather be the one who worships in such a way that the Father seeks me out and draws me close to Him!  Let the true worshippers arise!  We don’t need professional mourners of put-on emotion today!  

These professional mourners speak to us in other ways, also.  They speak to us that:

Our concern and kindness for others needs to be genuine.

Some people begin to drink of the wine of the Holy Spirit and to partake of the bread of the word of God and God begins to deal with them to change so they know that they are supposed to be concerned with other people and their issues and to genuinely have concern and yet their concern is put on.  They are doing it because they know that they should be kind and concerned and just as professional mourners respond out of obligation of what they know is expected and yet really didn’t care that the girl had died, so do we sound empty when our “concern” for others is something that we just put on and take off.  

What we need is to drink of the wine of the Spirit and get into Jesus’ presence until we really care about people.  We need to be changed and transformed until we care about people with no selfish motives involved.  We need to care to the point that we are as Jesus was.  He stopped in his journey to the rich man’s house to heal someone and fully mend a lady who was flat broke and a religious outcast.  He had just as much time for a solitary woman as he did for the ruler of the synagogue.  Contrast that with these professional mourners who showed up only because of whose house the tragedy has befallen.  How can they go from crying to laughing in seconds?  They cared less for the little girl or the little girl’s family and I doubt that there was such a large crowd around poorer people’s grave and homes.  The test of true compassion is when it is exhibited with no respect of persons.  The person who is kind to the rich and the well off and to those whom we can see it might benefit us to be kind to is not really kind but rather are professional mourners.  The person who is truly kind is that one who has compassion and cares and gives kindness to everyone no matter their lot in life.  And don’t make the mistake of only giving kindness to poor people and spurning those who are more settled financially.  The rich have just as many spiritual problems and ailments as the poor and Jesus had time for both!  

You will never grow more as a Christian until you drink of the Holy Spirit to the point that you are consumed with a genuine burden for lost people.  And that genuine burden for lost people will exhibit itself in kindness to people of all ranks of life.  We have a misguided world.  They have been taught to be professional mourners.  That is, they have been taught that if they act tough, then they are tough.  That if they act as if everything is okay, then it’s okay.  That if they act in the prescribed and expected routine and turn to the world’s ways of doing things and drink the world’s strong drink, that they will be able to better deal with the anguish of reality.  And all of this is just as ludicrous and fake as the scene of our text.  Drinking to escape doesn’t help but rather just gives you more in life from which you need to escape from yet again.  It just compounds the problems.  Acting a part and acting as if everything is okay fixes nothing but just allows the situations to grow worse and worse.  

And even in matters of religion, this world has been trained to find solace in matters of ritual.  They need the Spirit of God and yet all they turn to is rosaries or dead church services where the message and the direction are predictable.  All they have are these pre-scripted, strange rituals of religion that society all says is normal and yet changes nothing.  A professional mourner can weep and wail, but it never resurrected anybody!  So it is with trusting ritual and religion.  But such is all that our world has.  And they frankly need a people of God who are real, genuine, and who refuse to partake of such ritual and behavior and instead go get Jesus and bring Jesus into the situation!  There are those in the world who will laugh at the notion that Jesus is the answer to anything.  But they will not be laughing if one person gets past the ritual and takes Him inside their heart and allows Him to do His work on what is dead and hurting!  This world needs a people who have the answer and who cares!  Having the cure for cancer does nothing to help those who have it unless the person with the cure cares for them and give it to them and makes it available and reaches out to them.  We have something far greater than the cure to cancer and they need what we have – the antidote to sin and its ways – but do we care enough to give it to them?  Are we real enough to allow it to work in our own lives?  Or are we just good actors?  The world doesn’t need fake compassion and put-on Christians!  It doesn’t need professional mourners, but people who really care and who care from a heart that has been really changed!  God has a great harvest for us but that harvest will come in the form of lives that are broken and hurting.  The key to the harvest is true compassion and kindness.  Do we have it?  We need to keep worshipping and drinking of the Holy Spirit until we do!  

And finally, these professional mourners speak to us yet another way.  They speak to us that:

We ought to be people of faith towards our own lives and circumstances.

Contrast the attitude and demeanor of Jesus with the actions of the professional mourners.  They wept and wailed and yet really didn’t care and He walked in calmly and dismissed them because He really did care.  And contrast Jarius with those who were at his house.  He’s acting like Jesus is.  He is not ripping his shirt and dancing a funeral dirge and screaming.  He is simply trusting Jesus.  And the difference is telling:  Jarius would get the miracle while the mourners would go home empty handed because if there is no burial, then the mourner get no pay.  Jarius’ faith was key and on display here:  true faith is that which expresses itself in our emulating Jesus.  Jarius acted like Jesus did in the scene.  

On the other side, the mourners weren’t wailing and playing and dancing because they expected the girl to get up, rather they were expressing hopelessness.  They were wailing because all hope was lost, or so they believed.  Their dirges, the music, their crying, and their very presence was a testimony to doubt and unbelief.  It was over; it was final; there was no hope, is what their very presence testified.  And that is why Jesus commanded them all to leave and only after He had dismissed them did He do the work.  For faith to reign paramount, doubt and unbelief had to be gone.  The ESV has His words to the mourners as “Go away.”  Other translations give a more literal translation, “Give place.”  That is telling.  “Give place.”  In other words, leave so that there is room for faith and for the power of God.  Give place in this situation for God to work.  Give place for Him to move greatly beyond what you can comprehend.  Get your hopelessness out of here and give place for God show you His resurrection power.  There is always hope when Jesus is invited inside a dilemma!  

Some people are professional mourners in that they automatically and instantly respond to any downturn in life, any trial, or any circumstance with doom, gloom, and a loss of hope.  Some people are convinced that nothing will ever turn out for them; that the oncoming of a negative situation automatically means that death and hurt and darkness has to overtake them and be the final say.  That nothing will ever work out for them and that any dark situation that life or people throws their way will overcome them and result in the utter lack of hope.  They are professional mourners in that when news comes that is down, they immediately throw in the towel and respond in the learned manner of defeat as they always have.  

But Jesus has a word for you, “give place.”  You don’t have to “go away” if you’ll change your funeral music to the song of resurrection and hope!  The answer is only “go away” if you refuse to speak faith and see that He is able!  Instead, “give place” for God to work in your life!  Stop singing the same old, sad song that you’ve always sang when you experience this same trial and instead sing a song of hope and faith in the Master!  It’s time to put away the funeral pipes and get you a tambourine!  It’s time to stop singing the blues and how “nobody knows the trouble that I’ve seen” and start speaking faith and singing, “Nobody knows how great God has been to me!”  It’s time, frankly, that we bury the professional mourners.  Life is tough and hard, but God is greater than life!  You are imperfect and God is trying to work on those imperfections and so the same trials come again and again.  But this time, don’t just play the same old minor mode but rather gather the strings of your heart and look to Jesus!  Get off of the floor where you’ve been doing the funeral dance and realize that it’s only over if you believe it’s over or if Jesus isn’t here and He’s here and if you would invite Him inside, you would discover that He can yet heal and yet help and yet work it out!  

“Well, life is tough and it hits you hard and then you’ve got to pay the mourners.”  Without God that might be the case, but it doesn’t have to be!  Get the faith of Jarius!  Emulate Jesus!  Invite Him into your situation!  Stop taking the same old viewpoint and attitude towards these trials that you always have.  Get a fresh touch.  Get a fresh view of the Master!  And let healing and resurrection be the result and send the professional mourners away!  It’s time to send doubt and unbelief packing!  It’s time to embrace the hope that living with Jesus Christ gives us!  Be a person of genuine faith and not of professional mourning!  Jesus is able!  He is here!  Don’t you dare laugh when He says that the situation is not as bad as it seems.  Because He brings hope and help!  Don’t deride Him – obey Him!  Copy Him!  Trust in Him!  And in the end you will rejoice and it won’t be worked up nor fake!  Jesus is here to send away professional mourners, but instead of just leaving, get real with God, get baptized with His Spirit until it changes you, and make place for faith!      
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