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There is a wonderful Christian tradition of hospitality that is based in the idea that Jesus is alive in the world, in the form of a stranger, and he just might come and visit us.  There are a number of passages in the Bible which back this idea up—Jesus tells his disciples that when they serve “the least of these”, they serve him.  He tells them that wherever two or three of them are gathered in his name, he will be among them.  And Jesus walked with two disciples on the road to Emmaus after his resurrection, although they didn’t recognize him until they broke bread with him.  


These stories have been expanded in the folk tradition.  How many of you have prayed at meals saying, “Come, Lord Jesus, be our guest”?  How many of you have seen pictures of Jesus standing at the door to a house knocking?  Do you know the Christmas story “The Shoemaker’s Dream”?  That prayer, that picture, that story seem to suggest that if we knew Jesus, we’d love to have him around us.  We’d beg him to visit.  But this morning’s scripture seems to paint a different picture.  It suggests if Jesus were to come into our midst, even here as we gather to worship and pray and read scripture, our responses to his presence would range from confusion to anger to fear.  One of us—perhaps the one with the clearest understanding of who Jesus is, and what kind of authority he has—one of us would probably start yelling, “Have you come to destroy us?” 


How does that fit with your image of Jesus?  Do you think of him as someone who you would want to sit with, walk with, live alongside, learn from?  Or do you think of him as someone you’d rather keep your distance from?


We may not really be able to answer that question honestly until we start reading scripture and notice how we read it.  Do we let the story come close to us, or do we keep it at arm’s length?  There are a lot of ways to make the stories we read about Jesus stories that concern other people, not us.  Reading commentary and reflection on this week’s passage from Mark gave me a representative sampling of some of the best ways to keep Jesus at arms length.


First, we can tell ourselves that Jesus’ ministry was primarily a compassionate outreach to people who were much worse off than we are.  This isn’t a hard argument to make because the people he encounters have some pretty dramatic diseases.  There’s the woman who’s been hemmoraging for years.  There’s lepers galore, a few blind men, and then of course the raving lunatics.  Whatever our problems may be, we’re clearly not as badly off as the poor fellow who Jesus meets in the synagogue in Capernaum.  This guy is either schizophrenic or he has a base case of Tourette’s syndrome.  He shouts out inappropriate things during worship.  How awful!  Thank goodness Jesus is compassionate to freaks like that.  And thank goodness we don’t need that kind of help!


Second, we can tell ourselves that Jesus’ ministry took place in a time and culture radically different than ours.  Again, not a hard argument to make since this story describes a man who is possessed by an evil demon.  We don’t really use that language any more, do we?  We know better, these days, and have clinical terms and clinical treatments for the kinds of illnesses that could lead to this kind of behavior.  We’re thankful that Jesus helped this poor man out, but if he were here at KC today, we have enough therapists on hand.  We wouldn’t really need Jesus’ help.


There’s even another way to put distance between ourselves and this story—and this one is a bit more complicated.  Some commentators point out that this story is not meant to just be about Jesus’ compassionate response to a sick individual.  They point out that this story describes Jesus’ first confrontation with the Powers That Be, in this case the scribes of the synagogue.  Note that this story is the first time that Jesus steps inside in the Gospel of Mark.  Up until now he’s been out in the wilderness or calling his disciples at the Sea of Galilee.  It’s significant that when he finally comes into town, when he steps into a synagogue and starts to teach, he finds that he is confronted, impeded.  We know that’s the story of Jesus—he confronted and offended those who claimed authority and power in his world, both the Jewish religious leaders and the Roman imperial leaders.  The voice of the demon in this story might actually be the voice of the power system of that time, a system that is unsettled by a new teacher arriving on the scene, one with a kind of authority which is “not like the scribes”.  Isn’t that an interesting reading?  Thank goodness we don’t have any scribes around here!  That’s Jesus battle to fight, not ours!


Someone else’s illness, someone else’s time and culture, someone’s else’s power struggle.  We have so many ways to put distance between ourselves and this story, and all the various stories of Jesus’ healing ministry.  We tend to let Jesus’ healing stay out there, in another time and place.  When we think about how to connect with Jesus in our lives today, we tend to skip over the healer and go straight to the teacher.  That’s more comfortable, isn’t it?  Jesus’ parables, his Sermon on the Mount, his teachings about loving your neighbor or considering the lilies, those are things that we can take out of his world and time and put into ours and we understand them.  Jesus is our life coach, making sure that we’ve gotten our priorities straight, making sure the values which order our life are the right ones.  For a great deal of my life, that is who Jesus has been for me, and I’ll bet that that is who Jesus has been for you.


It’s not a bad way to relate to him.  So why won’t the Gospel of Mark let us do it?  


If you’re looking for Jesus to be a teacher, Mark is profoundly disappointing.  There’s no Sermon on the Mount in Mark, and there’s really only one parable, the parable of the sower.  Our reading this morning is a case in point.  We’re told that Jesus was teaching in the synagogue when the demon-possessed man interrupts him.  We hear the dialogue between Jesus and the man, we hear the crowd’s comments in response, but we never hear a single word of what Jesus was teaching!  What did he have to say that morning?  What kinds of life lessons was he sharing?  We’ll never know, because all Mark tells us about his what Jesus did.  How he called the demon out of this man.  How he walked on from the synagogue and healed others.  How he gathered his disciples, how he went off alone to pray.  How he journeyed to Jerusalem, how he was arrested and crucified.  And finally, how his tomb was empty when the women came to care for his dead body.  So all of us who are hungry for teaching, hungry for helpful suggestions and wise words, get this message instead.  Jesus is not a lesson.  He’s a life.


If you want to learn from him, you have to follow him.  Which is to say that you have to put yourself back into these healing stories.  You can’t abstract yourself from them, assign them to a different world and time and leave them there.  Jesus’ ministry, his activity, he healing and confronting individuals and systems, all of that is part of his message as much as any saying or teaching.


Which is why it is so difficult to listen to Jesus as if he was actually talking to us, as if we were sitting in that synagogue that morning, as if he were our invited guest.  When we do that, we don’t hear any good quotes, any life lessons.  We hear a call to ministry.  If we want to learn from Jesus, we have to follow him in his life.  We can’t study him.  We can’t think about him.  We can’t consider his words.  We need to walk alongside him, and act as he did.


When we let Jesus get that close, when we allow him to address us, here and now, a part of us yells out, “Who are you?  Have you come to destroy us??”  That’s the part that wants to have other authorities.  That’s the part that’s tied in with the system.  That’s the part that is committed to illness, separation, distance, abstraction.


It can be frightening to let Jesus draw close, and more frightening still to feel ourselves recoil at his words, jump back when we see him reach to touch us.  But remember, it is the one who yells out who knows who Jesus is, who calls him by name.  And it is the one who cries out who is healed.  That cry of resistance is where intimacy with Jesus begins.  He answers our cry with his touch that makes it clear:  I come not to destroy you, but to heal you.  And I come not just to heal you, but to call you to become a healer too?


Can you hear him call you today?  How will you respond?
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