
Not Dead But Sleeping 

‘Do not weep; for she is not dead but sleeping.’ –Luke 8:52 

There is a deeply stirring video going around which I have known about for several weeks, but could not bear to watch until 

recently.  It was made by Holy Etchmiadzin’s media outlet, Shoghakat TV, and captures the baptism of about a dozen young 

soldiers, most under 20 years old age, on or near the front line of Artsakh’s war of self-defense.  I couldn’t watch it because 

I knew and loved kids like these. They were my students in the several years I taught in Armenia.  I couldn’t watch because 

these are Anna’s relatives now, and one of them reminds me of my son.  And I couldn’t watch because-along with the 

sadness-it brings up anger and helplessness; directed at Azerbaijan, yes, and Turkey, yes; but also directed at God and 

ourselves.  Does it have to be this way?  Was there no diplomatic solution to prevent this? Is there no compromise now 

where both sides can save their beloved children?   

I don’t have answers to these questions, but they can’t be avoided, just as I couldn’t avoid watching the video.  When I did 

watch, I found no answers as to why the evil one has risen up against Artsakh or how the two sides might release their 

death grip on each other. What I did find, through my tears, was the love of God piercing through the darkness, death and 

deceit of this world, offering light and hope for this life unto the next. It first zooms in on the towering and rugged priest 

lovingly affirming these young soldiers’ decision to be baptized. After immersing their heads, it shows slightly older soldiers-

their knkahayrs-gently wiping off the faces of their new saniks. The priest then proceeds to Chrismate them, anointing their 

bodies with the seal of Christ.  "May this seal in the name of Jesus Christ enlighten your eyes that you may never sleep unto 

death."  What do such words mean to young men who, thirty minutes later, will indeed be facing the likelihood of death?  

As is so often the case, the sacred calendar of our church sheds light-both today’s assigned reading and the ongoing festal 

season of the cross.  In them we find hope and salvation in the face of death. Hope and salvation for young soldiers on the 

front line, for our loved ones who have died and for all of us who are here today--but just as easily may be gone tomorrow. 

This hope is revealed in the four divine words which animate this story and the story of our lives: “Not Dead But Sleeping.” 

Let me remind you of what happened. Jesus was teaching the crowds when a ruler came and knelt before him revealing 

that his daughter has just died. We learn from other accounts that His name was Jairus, and this was his only daughter, 

twelve years old. We can hardly even imagine what this father was going through.  We can hardly imagine what the parents 

of our young fallen soldiers are now going through. There are no words, it is a grief beyond all belief.  All I can say for sure, 

coming back to my anger, is that it’s not supposed to be this way. Parents are not supposed to bury their children. 

And I said that this grief must have been beyond belief. But somehow, with Jesus in the room, it isn’t! It isn’t totally 

“beyond” belief, for this man Jairus does believe that Jesus can do something for his daughter. “My daughter has just died, 

but come and lay your hand on her, and she will live.” What faith is this?  Is this the same faith that animates the baptism 

and Chrismation of teenage Armenian soldiers?  The same faith that helps a priest draw a cross on a young man in a 

battlefield, declaring "this seal in the name of Jesus Christ enlighten your eyes that you may never sleep unto death?" Is it 

the presence of Jesus, in that cross, that gives hope to this desperate situation? 

When Jesus does get to Jairus’ home, the mourners are already in place, but Jesus will be taking things in another direction. 

“Go away, for the girl is not dead but sleeping.” The people laugh at him. But Jesus is serious. “The girl is not dead but 

sleeping.” What in the world are we to make of this?  Well our church tradition might again shed some light. What is the 

word for the dead in the Armenian Church? Ննջեցեալ-Nnjestseal, one sleeping in Christ; and sleep is something you get up 

from!  Death is not the end of the story. Our soldiers who have fallen asleep in Christ will get up again. Your loved ones and 

all of us who die in faith, one day we’re going to get up again! Just like that little girl would. It is written, “Jesus went in and 

took her by the hand, and the girl arose.” 

For us sitting here in comfort today, this may seem like a distant story. For our young soldiers, this story is the story of their 

very lives.  As God laid his hand on the young girl, he lays his hands on our young soldiers and all of us in baptism. "May this 

seal in the name of Jesus Christ enlighten your eyes that you may never sleep unto death."  "May this divine seal of God (on 

your feet) direct your steps unto life everlasting that you may not be shaken." In a word, set your eyes on Christ, get your 



feet to follow Him, because raising the dead was not a trick Jesus once performed, it was a preview of his very nature, his 

promise that love is stronger than death. His promise that though we are born into this broken world, we are born again 

into the heavenly kingdom. His promise that whoever dies in his presence is never dead, but merely sleeping, now and 

always and unto the ages of ages amen. 


