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This morning I’m not going to preach about Jesus’ 
second prediction of his death and resurrection, or 
about his words on greatness in dominion of God, or 
about who one really receives when one welcomes a 
child in Jesus’ name. But the story of Jesus healing an 
epileptic boy is omitted by the lectionary, and I do not 
know why. Matthew and Luke recast it.1 And it’s only 
in Mark that we hear Jesus’ words about faith and the 
father’s response. So this year, I’m going to preach on 
the exchange between the father and Jesus that speaks 
profoundly to the mystery of our faith. 
 
One more thing, when I was in college—early 70s—
someone called me out for using the word “dumb” 
instead of the word “mute.” I wasn’t using the word to 
mean stupid, but mute. I’ve been careful about that 
ever since—in our Bible translation from the 1950s, it 
means “mute,” not dumb. 

                            
1 Matthew 17:14–21; Luke 9:37–43a. 
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So, two Sundays ago, we heard in Mark the story of a 
Syrophoenician woman, a gentile, who actually argued 
with Jesus when he did not want to heal her daughter.2 
New Testament scholar Joel Marcus points out in his 
commentary on Mark that it’s a unique story, the only 
story in all of the gospels in which someone wins an 
argument with Jesus.3 The father in today’s gospel 
lesson reaches for healing for his son in a different 
way.  
 
In the cultural context of the first century, the child is 
possessed by a “mute spirit”4—and a spirit that means 
he also cannot hear. Almost certainly, the child was 
epileptic. I think it’s fair to say that both the gentile 
parent and the Jewish parent had great love for their 
child who was sick, a heartache I have not known, and 
I have never known a parent who does not grieve 
deeply the death of a child for the rest of his or her 
life. 
 
The father, who has been unable to help his son, is 
honest with his own worries when he says to Jesus, “If 

                            
2 Mark 7:25–30. 
3 Joel Marcus, Mark 1–8, Anchor Bible 27 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 
470. 
4 Mark 9:17. 
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you can do anything, have pity on us and help us.” It’s 
not an argument, but the father’s confession about his 
doubts about healing, after years of living with his 
son’s suffering. His words move moves Jesus to say, 
“[You] mute and deaf spirit, I command you, come 
out of him and never enter him again!”5  
 
At this point in Mark’s narrative, he has held the hand 
of Jairus’ deceased daughter and said to her, “Arise”6 
—it’s the same verb the narrative uses when Mary 
Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salo'mē 
arrive at the tomb and hear the young man dressed in 
a white robe tell them, “He has risen.”7 
 
He healed the daughter of the Syrophoenician woman 
without seeing the child. He simply says, “The demon 
has gone out of your daughter.”8 And even after the 
healing of the father’s son, his disciples do not 
understand who Jesus is.  
 
I think the most important words in this story come 
from the boy’s father: “Lord, I believe; help my 
                            
5 Translation: Joel Marcus, Mark 8–16, Anchor Bible 27A (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2009), 651. 
6 Mark 5:41. 
7 Mark 16:6. 
8 Mark 7:29. 
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unbelief.”9 But whose belief really matters? The 
father’s or Jesus’? The grammar is actually ambiguous 
here. That said, I vote for Jesus. He is not part of the 
“faithless generation.” Jesus does not need the father 
to believe in order to heal a child.  
 
Doubt and worry are real in all honest lives. I think of 
it as having a place, as it were, alongside my 
consciousness. It can raise hard questions: Why evil? 
Why heartache? Why cruelty? Why pain? Why 
sickness? Why death?  
 
Four days ago, Wednesday, at Daily Morning Prayer, 
we heard that Job was restored to God’s favor after 
his long period sickness, loss of family, friends, and 
property. Better health, new children, and greater 
wealth replace that which God has allowed Satan to 
take from him. The book of Job ends with these 
words, “And Job died, an old man, and full of days.” 
 
But the next day, the lectionary took us back to an 
earlier chapter in Job that we had not yet heard. My 
annotated Bible calls it a “Hymn on the inaccessibility 

                            
9 Mark 9:24. 
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of wisdom”10—of knowing the mind of God. In this 
passage the book of Job proclaims, “[Wisdom] is not 
found in the land of the living.”11  
 
I think I want to say that I believe that resurrection, 
not suffering, no matter how terrible or unjust or 
cruel, for reasons we cannot know or explain, is God’s 
last word. And I believe as Mark’s Jesus proclaims, 
“All things are possible with God”12—words Mark’s 
Jesus says to the father of the epileptic boy and later to 
explain to his disciples how the rich can enter the 
dominion of God. In Mark, these words are also used 
by Jesus on the Mount of Olives just before he is 
arrested. All things are possible. I hope I can always 
pray to God, “Lord, help my unbelief.” 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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10 New Oxford Annotated Bible with the Apocrypha: Revised Standard Version, Expanded 
Edition, [1977], 638 n. 
11 Job 23:13b. 
12 Mark 10:27. 


