
“LITTLE GIRL, GET UP!”  1 

“Little Girl, Get Up!” 
Mark 5.35-41 Dr. David B. Hartman, Jr. 
June 21, 2015 First Christian Church Wichita Falls, Texas 
 

While he was still speaking, some people came from the leader’s house to say, 
‘Your daughter is dead. Why trouble the teacher any further?’ But overhearing what 
they said, Jesus said to the leader of the synagogue, ‘Do not fear, only believe.’ He 
allowed no one to follow him except Peter, James, and John, the brother of James. 
When they came to the house of the leader of the synagogue, he saw a commotion, 
people weeping and wailing loudly. When he had entered, he said to them, ‘Why do 
you make a commotion and weep? The child is not dead but sleeping.’ And they 
laughed at him. Then 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. He took her by the 
hand and said to her, ‘Talitha cumi’, which means, ‘Little girl, get up!’  And 
immediately the girl got up and began to walk about (she was twelve years of age). 
At this they were overcome with amazement. He strictly ordered them that no one 
should know this, and told them to give her something to eat. 
 

Today’ scripture is about Jesus restoring a little girl to life. It occurred early in 

his ministry in Galilee, where he attracted vast crowds for his miracles of healing. 

The leader of the local synagogue, a man named Jairus, came to him at a time when 

Jesus was being swarmed by supplicants. Jairus fell at Jesus’ feet, and implored, 

“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.” That may have been beneath Jairus’ dignity, but it 

is what loving fathers and mothers do, which is whatever they have to do to protect 

and care for their children. Jesus immediately went with him, followed by the 

crowd. On the way, he was stopped by a woman who had suffered a discharge of 

blood for twelve years, had suffered much at the hands of various physicians, had 

spent all her money, and wound up worse rather than better. So desperate was she 

for a cure that she had come to believe that if she could only touch Jesus’ robe, she 

would be better. She came behind him, touched the hem of his garment, and Jesus, 
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perceiving that “power had gone out from him,” turned and asked who had touched 

his robe. She fell down in front of him, full of fear, and told him that she had. And 

Jesus said, “Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in peace and be healed of 

your disease.” It is one of the most touching of Jesus’ miracles, but that encounter 

impeded his progress to the sick child. Someone from Jairus' house arrived and 

whispered to him, “Your daughter is dead. No need to trouble the teacher any 

further.” It was devastating news, of course, but Jesus overheard, and told Jairus, 

“Don’t be afraid, but believe.” That’s one of the 365 instances in the Bible where 

the commandment, “Don’t be afraid,” is to be found. When Jesus arrived at the 

house, he found a great commotion of grief, and said to the multitude of weepers 

and wailers, “Why all this commotion? The child is not dead, but sleeping.” Most of 

those present laughed in derision. A few, including the mother and father of the 

little girl, as well as Jesus’ disciples, believed. The disciples believed because they 

had seen what Jesus could do. The little girl’s mother and father believed because 

they desperately wanted what Jesus said to be true. They went with him to her 

bedside. He took her by the hand and said, Talitha cumi, “Little girl, get up.” She 

opened her eyes, arose, and started to walk about. Jesus said he would appreciate it 

if the witnesses kept the miracle to themselves, and added that the little girl must be 

hungry and needed something to eat. 

I am struck by the different reactions of the people in and around the house. 

Everyone who knew the child and her family was grieving and heartsick. But when 

Jesus said she was not dead, only sleeping, most of the mourners laughed in 

derision. They knew what death looked like. Only a precious few believed what 

Jesus said. But it was the derisive many who were proven wrong, and the believing 

few who were proven right.  
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*** 

 The late Christopher Hitchens, a very fine writer who, regrettably, is most 

remembered for the militancy of his atheism, was fond of saying, “Find one good or 

noble thing which cannot be accomplished without religion.” The number of 

possible answers to that is beyond recounting, but here’s a recent one: the responses 

of the families of those who were murdered while they were at prayer at Emmanuel 

AME Church in Charleston, South Carolina. 

 Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church is almost 200 years old. 

Founded in 1816, the first building was near the Charleston Slave Mart, where 

human beings were bought and sold. At the time, the laws of South Carolina 

prohibited blacks being in church outside of daylight hours, and also prohibited 

teaching black people to read and write. In 1818, the city government arrested 140 

church members, and sentenced eight church leaders to public flogging, for 

promoting literacy. In 1822, arsonists burned the building to the ground. In 1834, 

all-black congregations were prohibited in South Carolina, and so the members met 

in secret until the end of the Civil War, when the church building was rebuilt and 

the congregation began to worship openly again. After an earthquake destroyed it in 

1886, another building was built, the handsome white structure that endures today. 

One of the donors in that rebuilding effort was President Grover Cleveland, who 

sent $10 and a note that said he was “very glad to contribute something for so 

worthy a cause.” 

Because of its extraordinary history, and because it is so beloved, the church’s 

nickname is “Mother Emanuel.” Emanuel means, “God with us.” On its web site, 

the church asks, “Is something missing from your life? Are you doing all you can to 

have a closer relationship to God?…Join us on Wednesdays at 6:00 p.m. in the 
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lower level…” Thirteen people were at last Wednesday evening’s Bible study and 

prayer service. One of them was the pastor, Clementa Pinckney, who was also a 

state senator. He got there after a two hour drive from a legislative meeting at the 

State Capitol in Columbia, 120 miles away. The Bible study and prayer service was 

pushed back to 7:20 after the church’s Board had a meeting that went long. After 

that extended Board meeting, most just wanted to go home—a lot of us can 

understand that—but the pastor and eleven members of his flock remained. There 

were eight women and three men altogether, along with a five year old girl, whose 

grandmother, Felicia Sanders, had brought her. The oldest person at the prayer 

meeting was Susie Jackson, a soprano in the choir. She was 87. The Bible study had 

been going on for about 40 minutes when a stranger came in, a young white man 

with a bowl-shaped haircut. His name was Dylann Roof. Roof was 21, jobless and 

estranged from his parents. He was reportedly a quiet guy who subsisted off of 

ramen noodles and Rice-A-Roni, used cocaine when he could afford it, and 

frequently passed out drunk on whiskey and vodka. He kept a gun in the trunk of 

his car. That morning, he had woken up in that car, which was parked outside a 

friend’s house in Columbia. He had gotten drunk the night before, and had told his 

friend that black people were taking over the country. He said he wanted to hurt a 

whole bunch of people. His friend blew it off. After all, it was just Dylann Roof 

being drunk and talking smack. Again. 

When Roof arrived at the church, he asked where the pastor was. He was 

directed to the room where the prayer meeting was being held. Pastor Pinckney 

invited him to sit next to him and join the others around the table. Roof did, and for 

a while didn’t say anything. One of the people at the table was Tywanza Sanders, a 

friendly, outgoing young man who had recently graduated from college and was 



“LITTLE GIRL, GET UP!”  5 

working as a barber. Tywanza made a little video of the Bible study that evening 

and posted it on Snapchat. It shows Roof sitting silently next to Pastor Pinckney. 

The group continued talking about scripture, and praying. One of the people there 

was Sharonda Coleman-Singleton, a 45 year old high school speech therapist. She 

took a call from her son, Chris, a college student, who wanted to know where she 

had hidden the remote control. She whispered to him that it was in the closet, that 

she had put it there to keep her younger son from playing video games while she 

was gone. 

According to the survivors, Roof at first listened to the discussion, and then 

started to argue, and then started to rant about black people, and then, about 9 p.m., 

pulled out a .45 caliber semiautomatic pistol. He pointed it at the oldest person 

there, 87 year old Susie Jackson. Her 26 year old nephew, Tywanza, the young 

barber who had made the video, put himself between the gunman and his aunt and 

tried to talk him down. Roof shot him, and then shot his aunt, and then started to 

shoot others, saying, to these people who had welcomed him into their prayer 

meeting, “I have to do it. You rape our women, and you’re taking over our 

country…Y’all want something to pray about? I’ll give you something to pray 

about.” And he shot the others one by one, close up, multiple times, reloading his 

gun five times. He shot Pastor Pinckney. The pastor’s wife was upstairs in his office 

with their little girl. When she heard gunfire, she locked the door, called the police, 

and huddled with her daughter under the desk. He shot Daniel Lee Simmons, a 74 

year old retired minister. He shot Cynthia Hurd, who was 54, a public librarian who 

loved children. He shot Sharonda Coleman-Singleton, the 45 year old mother who 

took the call from her son wanting to know where the remote control was. He shot 

Depayne Middleton-Doctor, an alto in the choir whose solos inspired the 
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congregation to shout out “Amen.” She was 49, the mother of four daughters, an 

admissions counselor at the learning center of a nearby college. He shot Myra 

Thompson, who was 59. Myra was a feisty, funny person who loved to banter. She 

was a trustee of the church and studying to be a minister. He shot Ethel Lance, who 

was 70. Ethel was one of the church’s sextons—a custodian—who was at the 

church seven days a week, because when she wasn’t working there, she was 

worshiping there or studying there or praying there. I give you their names and a 

little bit of their stories—and if I could, I would show you their faces—because, as 

Joseph Stalin said, “One death is a tragedy. A million deaths is a statistic.” Nine 

people dead is a statistic. Nine human beings with names and histories and faces are 

incomprehensibly priceless children of God. 

Felicia Sanders, the mother of Tywanza, the young man who was killed trying 

to protect his aunt, fell to the ground, and shielded her five year old granddaughter 

with her body. She and her granddaughter survived. The only other survivor was 70 

year old Polly Sheppard. The gunman stood over her, cursed her with a racial 

epithet, and then said, “I’m going to let you live so you can tell the story.” Eight 

human beings died in the basement of a church called “Emanuel,” which means 

“God with us.” A ninth, 74 year old retired minister Lee Simmons, died in the 

emergency room. They were all African-Americans. They were all Christians. They 

had all been praying and studying the Bible. They had welcomed a stranger into 

their midst. 

We have seen so many horrible tragedies like this—so many innocents 

murdered by an evil madman with a gun. A friend of Roof’s, a young African-

American named Christon Scriven, said he never really thought Roof was a racist. 

In fact, on his Facebook page, about half of Roof’s friends are African-American. “I 
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don’t think he hated blacks,” Scriven said. “I think he hated humans.” He said Roof 

once talked about shooting up a school. Another time, he talked about going on a 

shooting spree at the College of Charleston. Scriven said, “My reaction at the time 

was, ‘You’re just talking crazy.’ I don’t think he’s always there.” It’s quite 

disturbing when you think about the number of people who didn’t take what Dylann 

Roof said seriously. Roof’s uncle, who was outraged and distraught over what his 

nephew had done, said, “My family is not like this. He did this, and he’s going to 

pay for it. I’d be the executioner myself if they would allow it.” After he was 

arrested, Roof told police that he chose Emanuel Church because he wanted to be 

sure he wasn’t killing white people. He told the police he almost didn’t go through 

with it because they were so nice to him. 

Why were they so nice to him? Because they were Christians, and welcoming 

the stranger is what followers of Jesus Christ are called to do. At Roof’s bond 

hearing on Friday, some of the relatives of the dead were able to address him 

directly via video. Bethane Middleton-Brown, the sister of Depayne Middleton-

Doctor, said, “I acknowledge that I am very angry, but [my sister] taught me that 

we are the family that love built. We have no room for hating.” Nadine Collier, the 

daughter of 70 year old Ethel Lance, said, “I forgive you. You took something very 

precious from me. I will never talk to her again. I will never, ever hold her again. 

But I forgive you.” Felicia Sanders, who had covered her granddaughter with her 

body and whose son Tywanza was the first one murdered, said to Roof, through 

tears, “We welcomed you Wednesday night in our Bible study with welcome arms. 

You have killed some of the most beautifulest people that I know. Every fiber in my 

body hurts, and I’ll never be the same…But as we say in Bible study, ‘We enjoyed 

you, but may God have mercy on you.’” 
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Was Roof a terrorist? In the classic definition of a terrorist as an ideologically 

motivated non-state actor targeting civilians, yes, he was. Was what he did a crime 

of hate? Of course it was. But was the response of the victims and their families a 

response of equal or greater hate? No, it was a message of mercy, of forgiveness. 

Jesus Christ was the victims’ Lord and Savior. Jesus Christ was also the Lord and 

Savior of the victims’ families. Jesus Christ taught them to love their enemies and 

pray for them. Jesus Christ taught them to forgive. 

Marcus Stanley is a 30 year old African-American Gospel musician from 

Virginia. Once, when he was touring, he was shot eight times at point blank range 

with another .45 caliber automatic by aspiring gang members who shot him as part 

of their initiation. Stanley barely survived, was temporarily paralyzed, and still has 

one bullet lodged near his spine. After Roof was identified as the leading suspect in 

the shooting, but before he was arrested, Stanley found Roof’s Facebook page. In 

his profile picture, Roof is staring into the camera, and wearing jackets with the 

flags of the old apartheid regimes of Rhodesia and South Africa. Stanley posted this 

message to him: 

I don’t know you, but when I searched for your name from the news outlets it 
led me here. You’re not captured yet, so there is a chance you may see this 
message. I don’t look at you with the eyes of hatred, or judge you by your 
appearance or your race, but I look at you as a human being that made a horrible 
decision to take the lives of 9 living and breathing people. Children do not grow up 
with hatred in their hearts. In this world we are born color blind. Somewhere along 
the line, you were taught to hate people that are not like you, and that is truly tragic. 
You have accomplished nothing from this killing, but planting seeds of pain that 
will forever remain in the hearts of the families that lost their lives and countless 
hearts around our country. If you’re still out there and you have your phone with 
you…Give your heart to Jesus and confess your sins with a heart of forgiveness. He 
is the only one that can save your soul and forgive you for the terrible act that you 
have done. I love you Dylann…even in the midst of the darkness and pain you’ve 
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caused, but more importantly HE loves you. If you would like to make that 
confession, then repeat these words. 

“Dear God in heaven, I come to you in the name of Jesus. I acknowledge to 
You that I am a sinner, and I am sorry for my sins and the life that I have lived. I 
need your forgiveness. 

“I believe that your only begotten Son Jesus Christ shed his precious blood on 
the cross at Calvary and died for my sins, and I am now willing to turn from my 
sin… 

“Right now, I confess Jesus as the Lord of my soul. With my heart I believe 
that God raised Jesus from the dead. This very moment I accept Jesus Christ as my 
own personal Savior and according to His Word, right now, I am saved. 

“Thank you Jesus for your unlimited grace which has saved me from my sins… 
Thank you Jesus for dying for me and giving me eternal life. 

“Amen.” 
God bless you Dylann. 
 
That was from Marcus Stanley, the gospel musician who didn’t know Roof or 

any of the victims, but who did know what it meant to be shot, and to forgive. Roof 

will receive whatever earthly justice is warranted, and it is right that he should. But 

beyond the earthly justice he deserves, Marcus Stanley wanted his sinner’s soul to 

be saved. I have no idea if Roof ever saw his message, but from the little I have 

learned of the martyrs of Emanuel AME Church, I believe that every one of them 

would have responded, “Amen.” 

After his mother’s death, Chris Singleton, the young college student who called 

his mother Sharonda at the prayer meeting to ask where the remote was, posted a 

photo of his mother at church with a note: “It’s funny how I always told you that 

you went to church too much. You would laugh it off and say, ‘Boy, you can never 

have too much of the Lord.’” 

“You can never have too much of the Lord…” The response to the heartrending 

tragedy in Charleston is universally one of grief. But mixed in with the grief there 

are many who, in other settings, would laugh at the faith of the martyrs. There are 
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many others who doubt the faith of the martyrs. And there are some who share the 

faith of the martyrs. Which one of these responses is the right one, God will make 

known. 

As for us, “Though we grieve, we do not grieve as those who have no hope, for 

in Jesus Christ our Lord, we have the promise of the Resurrection.” 

Amen. 
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