Text: Mark 6:1-13

Trouble in the Text

Within the Gospel of Mark Jesus has centered his ministry efforts in the sea town of Capernaum.  We’ve seen him in the Capernaum synagogue.  Most likely he was baptized by John nearby.  He’s gone over and back the Sea of Galilee.  All the while Jesus is performing miracles – acts of great power – like last week’s bringing Jairus’ daughter back from the dead.  The word surely got out just what this man was doing.  You can imagine what happened when the word got back to Nazareth – Jesus, can’t be the same guy.  Nah, he just fixed my plow a year or so ago.  That one?  His sister lives next door and she doesn’t say anything.  His brothers joke on him all the time – something funny about his birth.  You must be talking about a different Jesus – after all only 1 out of 5 Jewish boys have that name.
And then Jesus comes back to Nazareth with disciples tagging along.  The synagogue rulers of Nazareth have heard the hub-bub and know he’s in town – it’s a short grapevine – so they ask if He’s interested in preaching that weekend.  Local boy causes a stir, let’s hear what he says.

And boy do they hear it.  The text tells us they were astonished, overwhelmed.  But please get a distinction here.  What Jesus was saying and doing was never questioned.  From where did this man get these things?  They didn’t question he had something, and they are specific about what Jesus has.  What is this wisdom which was given to him?  And the mighty works, these miracles?  Nobody questions the wisdom and miracles.  They happen.  They heard Jesus teach themselves.  At least a few of them had been healed by Jesus, enough so that they did not question the larger miracles.  But the acts and teaching are not what this Synagogue of Nazareth rejects.  They don’t reject the miracles and the wisdom – what they reject is Jesus himself.  They reject the form in which God came to them.
Is this not the carpenter?  He fixed my door, he fixed my plow, why this one?  The son of Mary – remember his funny birth.  Isn’t he illegitimate, or at least that was the rumor.  And his family we all know they are here with us.  They’ve always thought this Jesus was a little strange.  The wisdom and the miracles we can take, the form of this messenger – go away – they were scandalized at him.

Gospel in the Text

But Jesus doesn’t give up.  Yes, he marvels at their unbelief.  The only occurrence of Jesus being baffled, but you can understand why – the prophet without honor in his hometown, and his relatives and even in his own house.  These are the people who knew him the closest.  Surely mom’s stories that she had treasured in her heart had been told behind his back.  They didn’t reject the wisdom and the miracles.  They didn’t even do what the Pharisees did and attributed them to Beelzebub.  They accepted them.  They rejected Jesus himself.  But instead of cursing the town, Jesus has two responses.  First he goes around to the villages nearby.  And then he sends his disciples out with power.  Jesus doesn’t stop seeking the lost, he gives the mission to others and prepares the ground around his hometown.
Trouble in the World

If we look at the statistics in America we’d have to say roughly the same thing happens today.  76% of Americans claim to be Christians, but only 66% expect to have a Christian funeral and only 71% were ever baptized.  If 76% of America was in church on Sunday morning, I think some golf courses would be out of business.  It is not that they reject the message.  It is they are rejecting the form.
More specifically we are seeing a rejection of Christ in some specific forms.  The Christian doctrine is that the church is the body of Christ.  Within the church is where God has promised to be present – to form us for salvation.  A recent book took the title – They like Jesus, but not the Church.  It interviewed the 20-something age group and asked their thoughts on Jesus and the Church.  The title says everything you need to know.  This group of 20 somethings didn’t boldly reject the teachings of Jesus or even the miracle accounts.  In fact they rather thought something was going on there.  Jesus was a good guy in non-technical language.  What they couldn’t stand was the hypocritical, stodgy, boring, irrelevant, greedy, power obsessed body called the church.  It doesn’t really record how much time any of them spent within the life of a church – just their perceptions of the church.   The problem is that you don’t get Christ without the church.  If that is hard on your ears, search the scriptures and try me on that.  Salvation is through incorporation into the body of Christ – the church.  We are the living stones of the new temple.  The end time is the marriage feast of Christ and his bride – the church.  Yes the church is made of fallible people – simple flesh and blood.  Jesus was not fallible – but He is and was flesh and blood.  The form of God’s work for us today is this hypocritical, boring, irrelevant, greedy and power obsesses body of Christ – the church.   People today often reject the form of how God works in this world.  They don’t reject the moral teaching or even deny the miracles, but they reject Christ all the same by rejecting his Church.

A second way we see this today is a rejection of the simplicity of the how God comes to us.  God gives us his grace and the forgiveness of sins in the simple things – the Waters of baptism which we have witnessed, the bread and wine of the Lord’s supper and the Word – that proclamation of forgiveness – both written and oral.  Rejection of the sacraments has a long history actually.  The underlying rejection is that they are just a bunch of mystical mumbo-jumbo.  Luther and Zwingli, the leading reformers of the time, all the way back in 1529 at Marburg remained divided over the Lord’s supper.  Luther, always being a little bit of the smart-aleck, had carved “est” the latin word “is” into the table – as in ‘this is my body’.  Every time Zwingli would talk about a memorial meal, Luther would lift the table cloth and point at his carving.  You can imagine the salutary effects that had on the proceedings.   Others will reject baptism as a means of grace.  There can’t actually be something going on in those waters.  No, we require faith first and baptism as a seal.  Those are ongoing rejections of the form in which God comes to us.  More recent has been the rejection of the Word.   In some seminaries and groups of Christians you would routinely hear something along the lines of, “well, that is just a 1st century Jew writing, we have a much broader cultural context.”  That would be the polite mixed company language.  The more direct translation is that God didn’t really come to us in this moldy book written by a bunch of homophobic, racist, tent-dwellers.  They are scandalized by the form in which God chose to give us his word.  Probably most scandalous is the thought of the oral word.  A minister or a fellow believer proclaiming your sins forgiven.  Or even more scandalous, claiming to speak the Word of God to the local congregation of saints.  Who does this guy think he is?  We know his failings and shortcomings.  He can’t say that/do that/put that on me.  Because of the form, a sinful and limited human with nothing but a call, the Word is rejected.  God wouldn’t really send something as simple as a man talking.  Not this foolishness of preaching.  And they were scandalized by the form. 
Gospel Today

That seems to be the pattern.  We don’t reject the message, at least not wholesale right away.  It often comes with wisdom and power, and we try to preserve portions of the message in our lives.  We teach character or morals without that spiritual and sacramental mumbo jumbo – or we try to do so.  We don’t reject the message, but what we reject is a too familiar form that we think we have outgrown.  Whether that rejection is of the church, or the sacraments, or scriptures or a specific minister.  People don’t deny that something good is being taught, just that they don’t like form.  We become scandalized at the form of God’s action among us. 
But God does not give up on his lost sheep.  First he goes around to the villages around.  We have witnessed in the last couple of decades the fruits of the evangelism started and done in the late 1800’s and the early 1900’s.  Christians outnumber Eastern religions in South Korea.  There are over 100M Christians in China today.  Maybe the greatest example is continent of Africa.  North Africa was an early Christian hub.  Alexandria was a learning center in the early church.  Hippo in modern Algeria was the home town of Augustine.  Christianity never disappeared, but dramatically decreased…especially with the conquests of Islam.  In 1900 in all of Africa there were 9 million Christians.  By 2000 the estimate was 380 million.  If it can be said that Europe was rejecting Christ and his Church during that time, Christ went to the villages around.
And those villages around are sending out ministers of the Gospel – just as Christ sent his disciples.  Africans are the preachers and missionaries of Anglican and Catholic parishes.  And those Asian Christians have a big hairy audacious goal of preaching to the Muslims – back to Jerusalem is their banner.  Christ does not give up on his lost sheep, he prepares new ground and turns the mission over to others.

A little closer to home – how can we see this in our lives?  Maybe it is our spouses or our kids that have rejected Christ and the church.  And they won’t accept our testimony.  They rejected the form of the Gospel, namely us.  And that hurts.  We are prophets without honor, and marvel at the unbelief.  But that is not where we stop.  What are the villages around?  And who might be sent?  We are not guaranteed success.  Some ground is hard.  Some villages will not grant hospitality.  But we are not diverted from the mission.  Shake off the dust and go to the villages around.  And going they began to preach that some might repent.  God does not give up on his lost sheep. 
