Sermon for Sunday, February 4, 2024

Mark 6:1-29

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all of our hearts be acceptable to you Oh Lord, our rock and our redeemer. Amen.

Today’s lesson from the gospel of Mark seems a little odd because it’s almost like there are three stories. First there is Jesus’ rejection in his hometown of Nazareth. The second story is his sending out of the disciples with the accompanying instructions. Finally there is the gruesome story of the death of John the Baptist—a story for which we are completely unprepared because there has been no foreshadowing thus far in Mark’s gospel. In today’s sermon we’ll look at these three stories, and strive to glean what we can from them.

Scene #1: When I return to my beloved hometown of Ada, I return to my roots. The folks there see me as Maureen Eckhoff, the girl who grew up on the farm north of town: daughter to Janis and Don. Maybe I am remembered as the granddaughter of Mary and Norman. Maybe I am remembered as a member of the class of 1976. But that’s about as far as it goes. I am respected as a person, but I am not seen as a pastor. The life experiences that ultimately sent me off to seminary and ordination didn’t occur in a way that the good people of Ada could observe. It’s not their fault and I bear no ill will to their attitude. This is just how it happened.

For this reason I can relate to this story of Jesus’ return to his hometown. People who saw him as he grew up; people who knew his mother and siblings; perhaps people who recognized that there was something special about that little boy/young man cannot conceive of who he has become, the depth of his understanding of Scriptures, his ability to heal, and everything else that we have been witness to over the last two weeks of Sunday Scriptures. 

[Jesus as lord over creation. Jesus as a “God” that the demons must obey. Jesus as healer. Jesus as one who can bring the dead back to life.]

These are the details of the wildly successful “missionary journey” that Jesus has just completed. Without question he has done some pretty amazing things and healed/helped a lot of people. It seems reasonable that he would decide to go to his hometown and do more of the same. Sadly, the home town folks just can’t grasp his identity; his knowledge; his power. They are unable to see him as the Messiah; the chosen one of God. 

Scene #2: Because Jesus’ trip to Nazareth was relatively unsuccessful he turns to “plan B.” He is certainly aware that there are many people who are in need of healing and he cannot be everywhere at once. So he sends out his disciples granting them the authority to cast out demons as he had done as well as giving them the power to anoint people for healing. The important point is that now, instead of just one person, Jesus, doing the healing, the disciples are empowered to do the same. 

If you think about it, this is a brilliant move on Jesus’ part. Whatever is going to happen in the future to Jesus, the Scripture attests that he has given powerful gifts to his disciples. The work of ministry isn’t going to end with Jesus’ death or departure. 

As a result of the work of this larger group word is spreading throughout Galilee about the itinerant teacher/healer/rabbi who is doing and saying amazing things. Stories are told to King Herod about this man called Jesus and it makes him very uncomfortable. It is recorded in Luke 8 that Herod has a steward named Chuza whose wife Joanna [along with many others] was providing for Jesus out of her own resources. This would be one of many ways that Herod could have found out about Jesus. 

Scene #3: And so Herod is curious. But Herod is also afraid. And now we find out why. I’m not going to repeat the story here. But I want you to consider a couple of ideas about this story regarding the death of John the Baptist:
· We don’t know much about Herod’s religious upbringing or convictions. One detail that has been recorded in historical annals is that his mother converted to Judaism. Well and good. But what about her son? Some speculate that he was a practicing Jew only when it was convenient. So Herod’s religiosity is questionable—and it seems that he forgot one really important commandment: you shall not kill.
· It is difficult to convey in English but as the story unfolds in Greek there is a sense that Herod is frequently hearing stories about Jesus. It’s not just one report. They keep coming to him; over and over. 
· While we aren’t told any details, we can imagine that in the dark of the night, relatively alone in the palace, Herod paces the floors agonizing over the decision to kill John; feeling a level of guilt over killing an innocent man—a gadfly, a pest to be certain, but nothing John has done is worthy of death.
· Herod thought he was trapped by his vow to Herodias’ daughter. But he is king for heaven’s sake. He can do whatever he wants to. And he could most certainly have responded to her request by saying, Don’t be ridiculous! I’m not killing anybody! And yet he made the order.

Three scenes from the life of Jesus. What’s important in this Bible reading? What is it that we should take away from this Scripture reading? 

· Jesus sent out his disciples two by two and he told them that they had been given everything that they need. They have authority; they have power. Folks, as you are well aware Vasa is in the midst of “a week.” I am doing fine but I can also tell you that I’m relying on the Holy Spirit to empower me to do what I need to do, speak what I need to speak, and be where I need to be when I need to be there.
· The same is true for you. The Holy Spirit resides within you. God will give you what you need. No, you may not have the authority to cast out demons or bring healing to the sick but you do have the ability to listen to one another. Sometimes the greatest gift that can be given to a person in trouble is the gift of listening. Christians show up when friends are struggling. 
· My encouragement for you is two-fold. First remember everything that we have been told about Jesus from the last two Sundays: coming out of the readings from Mark chapters 4 and 5. We worship a God who has power over creation; the one who has power over the forces of evil in our world, the one who has power over death itself. This God; this Jesus is the one who sustains us even in the midst of tremendous trials. 
· Secondly, when Jesus sent out the disciples they didn’t know what they were going to experience. They didn’t know who they would meet or what kinds of challenges they might face. They were like brave birds flying through fog. But I think it’s valuable for you to hear the next couple of verses which weren’t included in our reading for today: The apostles gathered around Jesus and told him all that they had done and taught….for many were coming and going, and they had no leisure even to eat. We take from this that the disciples were successful in healing, successful in casting out demons, successful in the call for repentance, successful in telling people that the kingdom of God was at hand. 
We are followers of Jesus. We can add the adjective disciple to our name. As disciples of Jesus we are called to live in this world and share the good news that God loves us; all of us. We do this through our words, through our quiet listening, and through our helping hands. 
