June 6, 2021  - 2nd Sunday after Pentecost  Sermon notes

	I imagine that many of you have participated in an exercise where a line drawing is displayed that looks like one thing but after a time the drawing looks like something else. Perhaps the drawing of a young woman became the face of an older woman or some other ‘trick for the eye’.  These changes, we are told, come about because of a change in our perspective – our minds take on a new focus and we can see both possibilities.  A change in the way we look at things is part of what has been going on during this time of pandemic restrictions.  The way things were is no longer the only possible description of life and so our perspective has changed regarding what ‘normal’ looks like.  The change we are experiencing has come about because of an outside influence. Years ago, in the days of Jesus, the people of Palestine were also challenged to a change in perspective  because of an outside influence.  Their outside influence was the arrival of a wandering preacher named Jesus from Nazareth.

	Jesus had chosen Capernaum as his base of operations, and it was there that his message that the “kingdom of heaven had come near” began in earnest.  As St. Mark describes it Jesus started proclaiming this news after returning from his 40 days of fasting in the wilderness.  The phrase “kingdom of heaven” or “kingdom of God” were interchangeable, and many people of the day would have had a good idea of what it meant – or at least what they thought it meant.  The kingdom of heaven was (and is) that place where whatever God wishes to happen happens.  To have that kingdom coming near would have meant an impact on everyone’s life but it would seem that no one completely understood what that meant to their everyday life.  The nearness of the kingdom of God impacted the world in a variety of ways and the changes wrought were not always welcome.  As his ministry began Jesus cast out demons with a voice of authority, healed the sick, made the lame walk, cleansed lepers, and proclaimed the need for repentance from law abiding citizens.  While these changes were welcomed by many, they threatened others.  The message of Jesus – the presence of Jesus – was not always described using the words ‘gentle Jesus meek and mild’.  As a colleague of mine once said, “Jesus came to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable”.   Jesus challenged people to look at the world with a different perspective – a perspective that included the fact that the kingdom of heaven had come near.

	As I observe these facts about Jesus it leads me to conclude that if I invite Jesus into my life I should expect some challenges to my perspective.  If you hope to have Jesus in your life without the need to change, I’m afraid you will often be at odds with him.  He wants us to live life in accordance with the reality that the kingdom of heaven has come near and that means that our lives will be different.  When we are in need of comfort Jesus is more than able to bring us that comfort, but Jesus is also able to disturb when necessary.	

	In the portion of Mark’s Gospel which was just read we see Jesus in the community following his night of prayer during which the 12 apostles were identified. He returned to his home, presumably the residence in Capernaum, and is met with two quite different reactions to the work in which he had been involved over the past few weeks and months.

	As he returned to his home base the crowds were so large, and so demanding, that he and his disciples were not even able to eat.  This caused Jesus’ family to question his sanity in pursuing this work of God.  I recall times when I have thought a relative or a friend has ‘lost his or her mind’.  Of course, I understand they haven’t actually ‘lost their mind’ but the expression remains.  I wonder why they spent so much on this, or that, product. Why did they choose to live so far away from where they work? What were they thinking when the did this or that?  A concerned family saw Jesus neglecting his self-care because of a needy crowd.  Perhaps some families have been questioning the dedication they have seen in their relative who serves as a nurse, a doctor, or a personal support worker during this time of pandemic.   It seems to be a human failing to impose a judgement concerning the mental health of others without having the full story and Jesus was the victim of that kind of judgement in this case.

	On top of the questions coming from his family an enemy accused him of working, not for God, but for God’s enemy.  In the face of these two objections to the work he was doing Jesus replied with a call for a change in perspective.  To the accusation of working for Satan Jesus provided a logical argument against the challenge - “How can Satan cast out Satan?”, he asked.  The things that people had seen as the kingdom of heaven came near were clearly acts that overpowered the demons and the causes of ill-health that plagued the population.  It makes no sense to attribute these acts of mercy to the ruler of the demons. A person who insists that this is so reveals a separation from God that will not likely be repaired.  The change in perspective required in this case will probably never happen which is why, I believe, Jesus called it an unpardonable sin.

	St. Mark then brings his readers back to the family situation.  Jesus is sitting among the crowd and his caring family calls for him.  His answer is another request for a change in perspective.  Our physical family is a very important and supportive portion of our lives – at least we hope it to be.  Jesus expands that circle of care by stating that ‘whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother’.  This, in no way, means that he was divorcing his family.  He was saying that God is looking after him by surrounding him with others, in addition to his family members, who will care for him.  Jesus had missed his meal because of the crowds but the God who called him into his ministry would take care of his physical needs and surround him with people who would support his emotional needs as well.  In this encounter we are given a glimpse into something we all may need to face from time to time.

	The fact of the matter is that while we all wish that God would perform some sort of miracle we often are not that interested in having our perspective changed.  It is obvious that many people were impressed with Jesus and what God was doing in and through him but it is also obvious that not everyone was excited about what he was doing.  This story warns me that there will often be an element of resistance to the message.  This resistance may even come from our own hearts.  As I said earlier, if you have invited Jesus into your life and expected your life to remain the same you have not completely understood something. For instance, twelve of the disciples in this story had just been named apostles and among the first things they experienced was the need to go without a meal as they ministered alongside Jesus. A change in perspective in our own understanding of what is going on will often be required as will a change in perspective be required from the society around us.  When the kingdom of heaven comes near due to our connection with Jesus the Messiah our definition of family will change and our relationship with others will be affected.  Since we have read to the end of the story we know that the end result will bring glory to God and acknowledge Jesus as the one true Messiah of God. The recounting of this event in Jesus’ life demonstrates that when the kingdom of heaven affects the world in which we live a change in perspective is often required.

