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The first rule of improv is to say yes. The second rule is to say “yes, and…” 

To get us all on the same page, “improv” is “improvisational theatre,” a form of theatre where 

the performers undertake an unscripted and unplanned performance, using collaboration and 

spontaneity to create a one-of-a-kind performance. It’s usually comedy, but not always. It can 

take the form of very short skits, with numerous short scenes or games, or it can be a long-form 

performance. Popular awareness of this form grew via the television show Whose Line Is It 

Anyway?, but it’s a form you can find in many places – from professional troupes to college 

campuses to  classes for novices. Before we had kids, Bailes and I would sometimes have 

impromptu date nights by going to random improv shows at one of New York’s many venues – 

any given night, there are at least a half dozen options. 

I’ve never performed improv, but I enjoy the form, and I’ve gotten to know a bit about it. In her 

book Bossypants, Tina Fey has a particularly enjoyable explanation of some of the basic rules of 

improv. The first rule, she says, is to always say “yes.” Instead of reading you a section of her 

book, I’m going to play a clip for you from a talk she gave at Google about what it means to say 

“yes,” and to say “yes, and…” 

View the clip here! 

The rules of improv are not only useful for performers of improvisational theatre. They have life 

lessons for us, because they are about approaching, life, relationships, and interactions in a way 

that is flexible, creative, and positive. And in a way, I think we see Jesus living out that kind of 

“yes, and…” in our scripture passage from Mark today. 

Our reading for today finds Jesus in the midst of his ministry in his home region of Galilee. In 

the preceding chapters, as he has taught and healed, the crowds following him have become so 

large that he feared for his safety, and took to sitting in a boat to teach. He has just returned from 

the other side of the Sea of Galilee, and as soon as his boat has docked, he is once again 

https://youtu.be/NmafmRIeet0


surrounded by a crowd of followers, spectators, and people hoping for healing. The one who gets 

his attention is a man named Jairus, a synagogue leader who falls at his feet begging for healing 

for his dying daughter. We don’t know what Jesus might have been planning before Jairus came 

to him, but we see him improvising, agreeing to the request before him. He goes with Jairus to 

heal his daughter, followed by a large crowd.  

As he walks, though, something happens: a woman who has been suffering from hemorrhages 

for twelve years, who has spent all she had seeking a cure, who has been hoping that Jesus could 

heal her, makes her way through the crowd, and touches Jesus’ cloak. Immediately, the blood 

flow stops and she is healed, but Jesus knows that something has happened: the gospel account 

tells us that he felt the power go out of him.  He turns and searches the crowd, asking, “who 

touched my clothes?” The disciples dismiss his question - in such a crowd, of course someone 

could easily have brushed against his clothes unintentionally. It was probably an accident. But 

Jesus persists, and the woman comes forward. Perhaps she was expecting to be chastised, but 

instead she receives a blessing. To the healing he has given involuntarily, Jesus adds a “yes, 

and”: he gives her a blessing. “Daughter, he says, “Your faith has made you well. Go in peace, 

and be healed of your disease.” 

Before Jesus has even finished his sentence, the scene shifts again: some people coming from 

Jairus’s house inform Jairus that his daughter has died, and that there’s no purpose bringing Jesus 

to her now. But Jesus is undeterred. “Do not fear, only believe,” he says. In a way, this is not a 

“yes, and…” The rule of improv is to never deny another person’s contribution, but Jesus 

contradicts them: the girl has died? No. Or, perhaps this is a “yes, and…” as well. She has died. 

Yes, and do not fear. On he goes, to the house where he dismisses the mourners, takes the child 

by the hand, and says “Little girl, get up.” She rises from her bed, and Jesus goes on his way, 

instructing her parents to give her something to eat, and to tell no one. 

Biblical scholars call a story like this an “intercalated” story, and they are especially common in 

the Gospel according to Mark. Intercalation is a format where one story is tucked inside another 

– in this case we start with the story of Jairus’s daughter, which pauses for Jesus’ encounter with 

the hemorrhaging woman, and then we return to the story of Jairus’s daughter. Biblical scholars 

will note that intercalation often draws our attention to a connection between the two stories. We 

might notice, for instance, that Jesus’ healing love is for the socially powerful and powerless, for 



rich and for poor, for young and old. We might notice that Mark mentions that the woman has 

been hemorrhaging for twelve years and that the little girl is twelve years old. We might notice 

that Jesus’ healing power is shown as effective both when he has no knowledge of it, as the 

woman touches his garment, and when those around him don’t believe in it, like those who laugh 

at his assertion that the child is sleeping. We might notice that in both stories, the power of 

physical touch heals and restores. 

But what I love about this intercalation is that it feels like real life. Real life is seldom a single, 

cohesive narrative where we start one endeavor and continue along it smoothly, facing 

challenges perhaps but pressing forward until it reaches its conclusion. Real life is full of 

disruptions and interruptions, shifting plans and on-the-fly adjustments. Jesus’ life was like that 

too, and in this story and ones like it, we have a model of how to live. We see him responding to 

the needs and concerns that arise, and responding with flexibility and grace. We see that his 

values – sharing God’s love, ministering to the sick – are always at the center, even as he 

responds to the unexpected. He says “yes, and…” to these two people in need of healing because 

that is in line with his mission and his ministry. Of course, life is not an improv performance, and 

no one is called to say “yes” to everything – or even every good thing. Like we see Jesus doing 

here, we are called to be open to life’s interruptions, but centered on our values so that we can 

discern when to say yes, and when to say no; where to adapt, and where to stand firm. 

May we all have the wisdom, focus, and patience to discern, to adapt, and to improvise, to say 

“yes, and…” guided by our faith and our values. And when it seems too much, may we turn to 

God, sensing God’s presence in each holy interruption. May we trust that we are called and 

equipped for the work of love and justice, and may we trust that, when we fall short, the grace of 

God will surround us and uphold us, as God improvises with us into a world made new. 

Thanks be to God. 

Amen. 


