
Challenged by Jesus

Deuteronomy 18:15-20; Psalm 111; 1 Corinthians 8:1-13; Mark 1:21-28*

The last words of Jesus in Revelation are: “Yes I am coming soon.” to which the author

responds: Ame. “Come, Lord Jesus.” It is one of the oldest expressions in the New Testament,

Maranatha. Come, Lord Jesus. Has that not been the earnest prayer of Christians down through the

ages? Lord Jesus, don’t stay distant from us, but come among us. Be present to us.

“Be present at our table Lord, be here and everywhere adored….” That’s a bit from a table

blessing that I remember. Surely that has been the major petition of most Christian prayer down to

the ages, the earnest plea that Jesus would become real to us, present among us, that Jesus would

speak to us and bless us with his presence.

We are deep within the season of the church year known as the Sundays after Epiphany. As

we’ve noted, Epiphany means manifestation, revelation. And isn’t that what we want when we read

Scripture, or listen to a sermon, or pray in a hymn? Isn’t that the subject of our most earnest prayer?

Revelation. Manifestation. Come, Lord Jesus. Be present among us.

And yet, today’s assigned gospel makes me wonder, do we really want Jesus to come and be

present among us? Mark opens his Gospel with an account of Jesus showing up at the synagogue in

Capernaum. One can picture the worshipers gathering, wanting to appear to be respectful, silent, and

attentive to the words of the ancient Scriptures as they are read. Jesus begins to teach them. After

all, a favored designation for Jesus is Rabbi, teacher. And though Mark gives us not a word of the

content of Jesus’s teaching, Mark does vividly describe the reaction to Jesus’s presence and

teaching.

The congregation sneers, “What is this? He’s teaching like he is an authority on God? Who

does this uncredentialed, lowly young man think he is?”
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A man who is said to be possessed by a demon screams out, “Get out of here Jesus! What

have you to do with us? I know who you are–you are the holy one of God.”

It’s curious that none of the congregation know who Jesus is, but that they all question the

authority of his teaching. Only the demon really knows Jesus to be the “holy one of God.”

Take note their reaction to Jesus being present. They were probably going to have themselves

a nice little Sabbath service, a welcome break from a hectic week: a time for peace, reflection,

contemplation, and centering. But what they got was Jesus—and they didn’t like it.

Maybe it’s good for us to remember that when we welcome Jesus into worship, when we ask

him to speak a word into our lives, his presence and his words can be discomforting. Jesus comes

among us, but not always in the ways that we expected, not always saying the things we want to

hear.

I wonder if sometimes the church over-stresses Jesus as reconciler, peacemaker–Jesus, the

one who stills the storms of life. Many times, due to what Jesus says and what Jesus is doing, Jesus

is a disturber of the peace, the beginning of a storm. That is at least the way it was for the folk in the

synagogue at Capernaum.

I bet there are people listening this morning who can share that you discovered that Jesus is

not always the solution to your problems; Jesus brings us problems that we would not have had, had

Jesus not shown up in our lives!

Will Willimon writes: “Her life had taken an unexpected twist since I knew her as an

undergraduate student. A few years after graduation, she wrote me this letter:

I defied my parents, just like I told you I would, and went into high school teaching. I figured

that was the end of my rebellion. God had other plans.

A friend talked me into teaching a class at the Central Correctional Institution. Life-changing.
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So, one thing led to another and, long story short, I’ve quit my job with the school system, downsized

to a studio apartment, sold most of what I had, and now I’m teaching four classes a week at the

prison. Loving every minute.

How did I end up here? I wouldn’t have known this is what God wanted out of me if it had not

been for that sermon you preached in Duke Chapel about eight years ago, the one about the rich

man and Jesus. You said that when Jesus told him to go, sell all he had and follow him, the man just

walked away. Then you asked, ‘Have you got the guts to follow Jesus?’

That’s when it clicked. I wouldn’t have known a crazy God’s crazy plans for me if it hadn’t been

for your crazy sermon. 

Gratefully,

Jane

Anybody here ever had that experience after listening to a sermon, or coming to the

communion table, or reading a passage of scripture?

My first attempt at a sermon was in 1968 when I served as a youth pastor in Anderson, South

Carolina. Of course, I attacked Lyndon Johnson (maybe Lady Bird too), and denounced the

then-current Vietnam War.

After service, an enraged man shouted at the church door, “Punks like you are the shame of

America,” and “You are a cowardly little wuss who doesn’t support our boys fighting in Southeast

Asia.”

I was unsure whether to protect my face, my stomach, or my groin. I staggered back into the

church, as far as the vestry. A member of the altar guild, an older woman in a small pink hat, was

removing flowers from the brass vases.

“That was awful!” I gasped. “Did you hear what he said to me?”
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“Everyone heard,” she said, smiling. “I do wish people wouldn’t use such language when

children are present. Could you hand me that container?”

“He was going to hit me! How could that jerk be that upset by a first-year seminarian trying to

preach?”

She looked up from fussing with flowers and said, “Dear, it’s not you who upset him. I’m sure

you remind him of his son. Both of you have long hair, though you appear to have no tattoos or ear

piercing. Tommy is homosexual, he’s off living in California or some such place. He’s lost the son to

whom he gave his life. Tom thinks he kept his promise to God to be a good father, but thinks that

God failed to keep his promise to Tom.”

She laughed to herself. “Now, who would be upset with a nice boy like you? No, Tom hates

God.”

That was my first inkling of what God had gotten me into in calling me to be a preacher, that is,

in calling me to be somebody who speaks with Jesus. And you never know where that conversation

might lead. Fred Craddock tells the story of a small town in the American plains where a number of

churches each had a small collection of young people, and the attendance at worship rose and fell

according to the weather and whether it was time to harvest the wheat and all of that.

But the most consistent attendance in town was at the little café where all the pickup trucks

were parked, and all the men were inside discussing the weather, and the cattle, and the wheat bugs,

and the hail and the windf, and are we going to have a crop. All their wives and sons and daughters

were in one of those four churches. The churches had good attendance and poor attendance, but the

care had consistently good attendance, better attendance than some of the churches. They were

always there. Once in a while they would lose a membere there at the café, because their wives

finally got to them or their kids, and you’d see them go sheepishly off to one of the churches. But the
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men at the café still felt strong. “We are still the best, biggest, and strongest group in town.” An d so

they met on Wednesdays and Sundays and eery other day, discussing weather and crops—not bad

men, but good men, family men, hard-working men.

The patron saint of the group that met at the café was named Frank. Frank was seventy-seven

when I met him. He was a good, strong man; a pioneer, a rancher and farmer, and a prospering

cattle man too. He was born in a sod house; he had his credentials, and all the men there at the café

considered him their patron said. “Ha! Ol’ Frank will never go to church.” I met Frank on the street

one time. He knew I was a preacher, but it has never been my suston to accost people in the name

of Jesus, so I was just saking hands and visiting with him, but he took the offensive. He was not

offensive but he took the offensive. He said, “I work hard, I take care of my family, and I mind my own

business. Far as I’m concerned everything else is fluff.” You see what he told me? “Leave me alone,

I’m not a prospect.” I didn’t bother Frank. That’s why I, the entire church, and the whole town were

surprised, and the men at the café church were absolutely bumfuzzled when old frank, sevent-seven

years old, presented himself before me one Sunday morning for baptism. I baptized Franks. Some ot

the talk in the community was, “Frank must be sick. Guess he scared to meet his maker. They say

he’s got heart trouble. Going up there and being baptized, well, I never thought ol’ Frank would do

that but I guess when your get scared . . .” All kinds of stories.

But this is the way that Frank told it to me. We were talking the next day after his baptism, and

I said, “Uh, Frank, you remember that little saying you used to give me so much: ‘I work hard, I take

care of my family, and I mind my own business’?”

He said, “Yeah, I remember. I said that a lot.”

“I said, “You still say that?”

He said, “Yeah.”
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I said then what’s the difference?”

He said, “I didn’t know then what my business was.” He discovered what his business was—to

serve human need.” Jesus spoke to him and his life was changed.

Jesus is more than the one who runs errands for us; he is the one who has come to enlist us

as disciples. He comes not only to speak to us words of hope and comfort, but he comes to tell us

the truth. This present world, these arrangements that we call life as it is, are maybe less than Jesus

has in mind for us.

So thank you for your courage in coming to worship this morning, being willing to listen to

Scripture, and to sit through this sermon. If Jesus shows up here in our time of worship, if he should

show up and speak to us, who knows what might happen? Thanks be to God. Amen.
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