
June 10, 2018 

Third Sunday after Pentecost 

Pastor Heidi M. Rodrick-Schnaath 

 

When we last heard from the gospel of Mark, Jesus had healed a man on the Sabbath. He was 

angry with the Pharisees who were giving him a hard time and he was grieved because they thought 

that the law was more important than a person’s life. 

Today, we are still in Chapter three of Mark, but the people who put the lectionary together- the 

ones who decided what to read and when- they skipped a good part of this chapter. They probably did it 

because the two paragraphs that they left out are a bit dry and full of lists, but those twelve verses set 

the scene for our gospel for today. Here’s what happened.  

Last week, Jesus and his friends were “in town” – Mark doesn’t say which town, but he was at a 

synagogue so he had to be in some settled area. From there, Jesus led his followers to the Sea of 

Galilee. Large crowds followed him and Mark lists the places that they came from.   

Now it may sound kind of boring and random to us, but folks who know the territory will 

understand something more. People came from Galilee in the north. Judea in the west. They came from 

Jerusalem in the south. They came from Idumea and other places east of the Jordan River. There were 

country folks and city folks. The places that Mark includes are both Jewish like the city of Jerusalem and 

Gentile, like Tyre and Sidon.   

The list of places tells us that people were coming from every direction, from every walk of life. If I 

told you that they came from New York City and the Jersey Shore. That some of them came from 

Lancaster County while others were from the Southside of Philly, you’d understand the diversity of the 

group I was describing. That’s what Mark was doing with his list of locations. And all of these people 

came to Galilee because they had heard what Jesus was doing.  

At one point, Mark says that Jesus had to escape by boat. People were so intent on seeing him, 

his safety was in question. He was healing people. Lots of people. And so other sick people came to 

him, begging that he touch them. Whenever any evil spirits saw Jesus, the possessed person would fall 

to the ground and shout “You are the Son of God!” even though Jesus had warned the demons not to 

tell anyone who he was.  

Mark next reports that Jesus asked his closest followers to go up on a mountain with him and 

they went. He called and they followed. While they were away from the crowds, Jesus chose twelve men 

to be his apostles. Mark says that Jesus did this so that the twelve would stay with him. He had a 

specific job for them to do, preaching the good news and casting out demons. And from that point on, 

they are known by Mark as “the twelve” – the disciples of Jesus.   

Mark lists their names and some nicknames, which might also seem a bit dry and boring, but it 

helps to set the stage for what follows. Mark wants us to know that the disciples were chosen by Jesus 

to be with him and to do ministry. They aren’t there just to listen and watch. They have work to do, but 

before they begin, Jesus takes time for a little mountain retreat so that they can have some private time 

together. And then –Mark says, then Jesus goes home. 

+ + + 

That’s where we catch up with him today. It isn’t right after his interaction with the Pharisees at 

the synagogue. He’s been out working and going on a retreat with his buddies. He’s been really busy 

and now he’s home.  

He’s not angry with the Pharisees.   

He hasn’t just started his public ministry.   

He’s been preaching and teaching and healing and tossing demons out on their ear. He’s been 

organizing his crew. He’s been taking care of administrative responsibilities and having a little time for 

himself. 

His head is in a totally different place from last week. His popularity and notoriety has markedly 

increased. His power over evil spirits has been widely demonstrated. He is a crackpot. He’s just got stuff 

going on. 

But his family is worried. He has come home to Nazareth and people are so eager to see him 

that neither he nor they have enough elbow room to get something to eat. Mark says, “those around 

him,” the home town folks, have come to believe that he is not in his right mind. 

Now, we know that Jesus isn’t crazy. We have Mark, our trusty narrator, to tell us all the things 

that have happened. Jesus has been demonstrating power and strength. He isn’t broken. He isn’t 

possessed by a demon, but some scribes, who had come down the hill from Jerusalem and then trekked 

all the way to Galilee to see Jesus – they claim that he is possessed by a demon. And not just any 

demon, but one of the top guys, Beelzebul. Their theory is that one big powerful demon has been busy 

running all the other ones out of town. Which makes no sense at all. Except that these guys, are a really 



big deal. They represent the authority and the theological wisdom of the folks who run the great temple 

in Rome. Their credentials are impeccable. Their diagnosis that Jesus is a satanic agent and not a 

divine one, shows that they know there is power at work in him. Jesus isn’t a fake. He isn’t scamming 

people, but they decide that his power is perverse. So they offer the most damning assessment they 

can. Jesus is in league with the devil. 

In response, Jesus tells a series of parables which basically make the point that if a group has a 

common goal – why would they fight among themselves? If the demons are fighting each other, then 

they are certain to fail.  

And then he says something that has troubled the church for centuries. Check out verses 28 and 

29. First Jesus says, very clearly, that people will be forgiven for their sins and whatever blasphemies 

they utter. Which is good news for us. Our disrespect for God. Our insults. Our lack of reverence. All 

those things are forgiven, because Jesus said so.  

But he says, whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit can never have forgiveness, but is 

guilty of an eternal sin.” And that’s the troubling bit. Verse 28 is incredible news, author David Jacobsen 

says it is “the divine fire sale on mercy.” It’s “cosmic wide forgiveness.” But people have read verse 29 

and believed that since they have said something blasphemous about God, they are guilty and they can 

never be forgiven. Which is troubling and the church has struggled with a sense of guilt for eons but we 

have done that to ourselves. 

Verse twenty-nine doesn’t trump verse twenty eight. Jesus says, all is forgiven, except when you 

call the work of the Spirit, the work of the Devil. When you witness God at work and you name it as evil 

and demonic, that’s the sin that Jesus is talking about. He is speaking very specifically to the scribes, 

who called his works of mercy and grace, the work of Beelzebul. If they stand by what they’ve said, 

despite God’s willingness to forgive so very, very much, they will have committed an unforgiveable sin. 

Even then, I wonder if God wouldn’t give them another chance if they were repentant.  

For those who believe in God, for those who are even just wondering if God is real, we would 

have to go so far out of our way to commit this sin. Jesus sets the bar so high. Our blasphemies have 

been and will be forgiven. 

+ + + 

And then he hears that his family is asking for him. They are outside calling to him. His mother 

and sisters and brothers.  

I have to say that this next piece of the story has never quite made sense to me. Honestly. Why 

would Jesus reject his mother and his siblings? And if he did, was there some kind of reconciliation later, 

because wasn’t Mary at the cross when Jesus died? 

Mark doesn’t tell us that Jesus’ mother was at the cross. John is the only one who says that- but even 

so, would Jesus really cut off his family. 

Family, whether we like them or not, help to make us what we are. They shape us from the very 

start. Our experience of family impacts our aspirations and our dreams. Family either by example or by 

failure, teach us how to live with others and it influences our expectations of all the relationships we will 

hold in the future.  

If we look deeply at the families that made us who we are, the stories we tell may be life giving or 

painful beyond belief. In either case they are important and so it just doesn’t feel right to me to hear that 

Jesus would reject his family, but that’s how our gospel today has been interpreted, again and again. 

Why would Jesus reject the people who know him best? The mother who gave birth to him and 

took care of him when he was sick. The mom who was there that day because she was worried for her 

son– why would he reject her? Mary’s information was wrong, but her intentions were good. 

Writers and preachers and teachers have seen Jesus’ words as a rejection of the family who 

were once his entire world, but I don’t think that’s what’s happening.  

We get so caught up in binary systems. The answer has to be true or false. Yes or no. This or 

that. Male or Female. Republican or Democrat. We limit ourselves again and again to only two ways of 

seeing the world, but I do believe that in this moment, Jesus was expanding the definition of family to a 

be a tapestry of relationships that is open to all kinds of people.  

Jesus moves from seeing family as just the people we’re born with, to being a group of people 

that is shaped by the choices that they make. He calls all the faithful, those who follow the will of God, to 

recognize that we are brothers and sisters with him AND with each other. For those whose family of 

origin has not been a place of freedom and grace, this is joyful, incredible news. And for those whose 

family of origin has been a positive experience, Jesus calls us to open that circle to include people far 

beyond the limits of genealogy. 

+ + + 

The church often talks about itself as a family, which is good. Congregations like that kind of 

language, but we’re not always as good at it as we would like to believe. Sometimes our sense of church 



family is limited to the people who are closest to us. The members who are in “good standing.” The 

people we know and have come to care about.  

We tend to equate our church family with a limited sense of the word instead of what Jesus calls 

us to now- to see anyone who does the will of God as being our brother and sister. Anyone. 

That’s a powerful understanding of who we are and who we claim to be as Christians and as a 

congregation. Are we truly being the family of Christ? 

Today we welcome Andrew and Logan Pankewicz to the font to be baptized. They will be 

members of this congregation and a part of this church family, but the thing that connects us isn’t the 

actions that we will take today. It is the love of God. 

It’s a powerful thing to witness when an adult asks to be baptized. Especially in a Lutheran church 

where it isn’t so common. It is a deliberate choice. Life giving and gracious, but God won’t love Andrew 

more because he’s baptized. He has always been a child of God. I have a friend who says that baptism 

is a visible sign of an invisible promise. Baptism is our response to God’s love and God’s call. It’s a 

formalization of the relationship.  

+ + + 

We have choices too. In the way that we welcome each other. In the way that we act out our 

sense of family. In the ways we demonstrate our kinship within this space and out in our community. 

This week Elaine S. called me to ask if we would host her daughter’s funeral. I don’t know her. 

We’ve never met. She’s not a member of this congregation. And some places would have said, “no.” But 

I don’t think that’s what God is calling us to do. We are the church and so I said, “Of course we can have 

the funeral here.”   

We will be their church family this week. Because that’s who we are supposed to be. We are 

church. And so we don’t have to know people in order to count them as brothers and sisters in Christ.  

We don’t have to know them to provide them with care and a place to be.   

We have been called to be their church. To be their church family. And that’s what we’re going to 

do. 

 


