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   Mark 6:1-13


Over the past three or four weeks, we’ve been reading through the early chapters of the Gospel of Mark, tracing the story of Jesus’ ministry of teaching and healing in the countryside of Galilee.  Reading these stories one after the other as we have been doing leads to the impression that Jesus is an unstoppable force in those early days.  When he encounters a storm that threatens to swamp his boat, he says a word and the winds and waves calm down.  He heals people no one else has been able to heal—a woman who has been hemorrhaging for years, a girl who has already been pronounced dead.  The message is clear—no one is too far-gone for Jesus, no situation is too dire.


But then, he arrives in his hometown, and suddenly all that miraculous momentum seems to grind to a halt.  At first, the scripture we just read says, the people who heard him teach in the synagogue were astounded.  But when they realize who he is, realize that they know his family, realize that they have watched him grow up, they take “offense at him”.  Once that happened, the scripture continues, “He could do no deed of power there.”


The story that directly follows also describes situations where Jesus’ power is thwarted in some way.  He commissions his twelve disciples to go out into the surrounding towns to tell people about the new life, the new possibilities that are available to them in Christ.  He gave them, the text tells us, “authority over the unclean spirits” so that they too can heal people.  But as soon as he gives them the power to work miracles, he warns them that no everyone they encounter will be open to what they have to say.  Whenever they encounter resistance, Jesus instructs them to disengage, to move on, shaking the dust off their feet as they go.  Disengagement, then, is the opposite of the reaching and touching and engaging that precedes the healings of the bleeding woman and the dying girl.  Disengagement, separation, means that no healing, no teaching, no transformation will occur.  


Who are these people who are resisting Jesus and his disciples?  Who are these people who disengage, who distance themselves from his transforming power?  Notice that these people aren’t Pharisees or Sadducees or priests or Roman soldiers or the rulers of the tyrannical Roman Empire.  These people are not the bad guys, they’re not the ones who eventually arrest and crucify Jesus.  In these two stories, the people who resist Jesus are just average folks.  They’re just people living their lives in the little towns around the lake of Galilee, farming and fishing and raising their kids and minding their own business.  What’s more, they’re Jesus’ people, the people who know him best, the people who would recognize him not as an outsider, not as an interloper, but as one of their own.  What is the basis of their resistance, their distancing, their disengagement?


On one level, this isn’t such a hard question.  When you’ve watched someone grow up—when you’ve seen them as runny-nosed kids and as pimply adolescents—it’s hard to encounter them as adults without remembering their less-awe-inspiring periods of development.  What’s more, Jesus is still fairly young in these stories, and the people in these towns who have been around the block a few more times than he, the people who taught him to read or to do carpentry, are going to find it hard to shift the tables and suddenly let JESUS be the teacher, the one with authority.  


So Jesus’ hometown folks are not as wowed by him as those who are encountering him for the very first time.  Is that all these stories are about?  Then we have to ask, does Jesus rely on his “wow-factor” in order to do his works of power?  That makes it seem like his a magician who has to perform before an audience who hasn’t ever witnessed him practicing his tricks.  That interpretation doesn’t seem consistent with the earlier stories about Jesus where he performs miracles with just a word or a touch, in a quiet, almost intimate manner, not grand-standing in front of a big audience.  


I think there’s something deeper to the resistance that Jesus encounters at home.  When these people see and hear Jesus, they are seeing and hearing someone with whom they identify, someone who is “like us”.  If they are convinced that they are nothing special, small-town farmers and fishermen who don’t count for anything in the grand scheme of things, then they are going to find it hard to believe that someone like them, someone from their family, could be anything special either.  There’s another side to that sentiment as well:  if Jesus can heal with his touch and inspire with his words, if Jesus can declare with confidence that repentance, renewal, radical life change is possible, well then maybe I could, too!  And if I could be different, if I could preach and promise and demonstrate transformation, WHY DON’T I?


That, in my estimation, is the most threatening thing about Jesus.  We can spend hours, weeks, lifetimes, arguing about who Jesus is and what Jesus can do.  But as long as our arguments stay focused on him, they stay safe.  But at the heart of the Gospel story of Jesus is the story of a person who had grown up in a small town, who worked at a trade, who had a family, who lived and breathed and ate and drank just like us.  Which means that this story is NOT just about a supernatural, super-powerful being that we should wonder at and worship.  This is a story about God incarnate—fully active and alive—in someone who is just like us.  His connection to God is surely special, surely unique, but it is not alien.  His humanity is our challenge because it builds a connection between everything he was, everything that he promised, and little old you and me and our little old lives.


But there’s still one more way out.  In Eugene Peterson’s wonderful Bible paraphrase, The Message, he summarizes the message Jesus gave his disciples to preach this way:  “they preached with joyful urgency that life can be radically different.”  Jesus familiar humanity connects that message to us in a powerful way, but it also provides us with a way to distance ourselves, a way to disconnect from the power and the promise in that declaration.  When we can no longer separate ourselves from Jesus, when he becomes too familiar, too human to deny, then we must separate ourselves from the rest of humanity.  We decide that Jesus’ message that might be true for someone else, someone who is more wowed by this guy, and someone who is easily impressed.  But it isn’t a message for me.  Maybe I’m too far-gone at this point—too old or too stubborn.  Or maybe I just don’t see myself as needing a radically different life.  I’m pretty much okay as I am.  

But here’s the thing:  we are no different.  The humanity that we share with Jesus is the same one that connects us with every other human being.  Jesus’ message, Jesus’ promise, is for us too.  It keeps reaching into our lives, seeking a connection, begging us not to disconnect, not to separate, not to distance ourselves.


We have had the immense honor over the past year and a half of participating in a remarkable ministry to the homeless population along Route One led and inspired by our own Anne Dunn.  It has been especially wonderful to worship on Sunday with some of the folks who we’ve first met through that ministry—to have them become one of “us” here.  One of the first people who came to KC through that ministry is James O’Neil, a.k.a. “Woodchuck”.  James has experienced some remarkable changes in his life over the past several months thanks to the Helping Up Mission in Baltimore and the Gospel promise as he encountered it in word and deed there.  I’ve invited James to share his testimony with us in part as illustration of the promise of new life in Christ that is available not just to him, not just to those who are living in the woods or on the street, but to each and all of us.
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