Dok 1 ¢ SUNDAY, DECEMBER 15, 1985

“JESUS: HIS MINISTRY”
(No, 2 IN A SERIES)

MARK 9:35-3/

DURING THIS ADVENT SEASON IN THIS SERMON
SERIES, WE ARE LOOKING AT THE UNIQUENESS

OF JESUS FROM SEVERAL DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES.
WE ARE DISCOVERING HOW HE IS THE SAME AS

ALL OF US AND HOW HE IS DIFFERENT.

LAST SUNDAY [ NOTED THAT JESUS WAS A "HOLY
MAN,” AN INDIVIDUAL WHO LIVED ON THAT
MYSTERIOUS BOUNDARY WHERE THE HUMAN AND
THE DIVINE INTERSECT. HE KNEW FIRST-HAND

THE EXPERIENCE OF THE HOLY. HE WAS VIVIDLY
IN TOUCH WITH WHAT WE CALL THE "WORLD OF

THE SPIRIT,” THAT DIMENSION OR REALM OF

REALITY BEYOND AND WITHIN THE VISIBLE WORLD
OF OUR ORDINARY EXPERTENCE., A DIMENSION

CHARGED WITH POWER, WHOSE ULTIMATE QUALITY
IS COMPASSION, HE LIVED THE HUMAN-DIVINE

INTERSECTION. HE WAS THE HUMAN-DIVINE
INTERSECTION,

HOWEVER, JESUS WAS NOT A “HOLY MAN" FOR
HIS OWN SAKE, OR JUST FOR THE SAKE OF
HOLINESS, BUT FOR OUR SAKE--FOR THE SAKE
OF EVERYONE IN THE WORLD AND FOR THE WORLD
ITSELF, AS THE GOSPEL OF JOHN PUTS IT--




“GoD so LovED THE WORLD THAT GOD GAVE GOD'’S
ONLY SON.” JESUS CALLS US TO BE HOLY--
THAT IS, TO EXPERIENCE THE HOLINESS OF (OD,
AND TO LET GOD’S SPIRIT BE ACTIVE IN OUR
LIVES, NOT FOR OUR OWN SAKE, SO THAT WE

CAN BRAG OR SHOW OFF TO OTHERS HOW HOLY

AND RIGHTEOUS WE ARE--BUT FOR SERVICE TO
OTHERS.,

ToO UNDERSTAND THIS BETTER, WE ARE GOING
TO LOOK IN SOME DETAIL THIS MORNING AT THE

MINISTRY OF JESUS WHEN HE PHYSICALLY LIVED
ON THIS EARTH SO THAT WE CAN SEE WHAT THAT

IMPLIES FOR US AS INDIVIDUALS AND AS A
CHURCH CONGREGATION., TRUE HOLINESS ALWAYS
LEADS TO COMPASSION AND TO SERVICE OF OTHERS.

[T IS COMMONLY BELIEVED THAT JESUS BEGAN
HIS PUBLIC MINISTRY WHEN HE WAS ABOUT THIRTY
YEARS OLD, HE HAD BEEN BAPTIZED BY JOHN

THE BAPTIST AND FOR A TIME BOTH OF THEM
CARRIED ON A PUBLIC MINISTRY, EACH WITH
HIS OWN DISTINCT FOLLOWING, SINCE JOHN

THE BAPTIST HAD BEEN AT HIS MINISTRY FOR

A LONGER TIME, HE WAS THE MORE WELL KNOWN

OF THE TWO. THERE IS ALSO SOME NEW TESTAMENT
EVIDENCE THAT SOME OF THE EARLY DISCIPLES

OF JESUS HAD PREVIOQUSLY BEEN FOLLOWERS OF
JOHN THE BAPTIST.

THEN IT HAPPENED., WITHOUT WARNING, KING
HEROD ANTIPAS STRUCK A BLOW TO IMPRISON



JOHN THE BAPT

IST. ACCORDING TO THE BIBLE

JOHN WAS ARRESTED BECAUSE HE HAD OPENLY

DENOUNCED THE

CING FOR ENTERING INTO AN

INCESTUOUS MARRIAGE WITH HERODIAS, THE WIFE
OF HIS OWN HALF BROTHER.

ACTUALLY, HEROD ANTIPAS ONLY USED JOHN'’S
PREACHING AS AN EXCUSE TO PUT HIM INTO

PRISON. WHAT

HE REALLY FEARED WAS THAT

JOHN’S INFLUENCE WITH THE COMMON PEOPLE
MIGHT LEAD THEM TO REBELLION AGAINST ROME,
OF COURSE, JOHN THE BAPTIST NEVER HAD ANY

IDEA OF REBEL

TOO LONG AFTE
TO DEATH.

THE BAPTIST D
DOUBT IT SERV
HE ALSO COULD
ALSO HAPPENED

' ING WITH FORCE OF ARMS. NoT

R, JOHN THE BAPTIST WAS PUT

THE ARREST AND SUBSEQUENT DEATH OF JOHN

EEPLY SADDENED JESUS, AND NO
ED AS A WARNING TO HIM THAT
BE IN DANGER., SOMETHING ELSE
.,  FROM THEN ON, THE DISCIPLES

SAW JESUS HIMSELF AS A KIND OF SECOND JOHN

THE BAPTIST,

IN ADDITION, THE IMPRISONMENT

AND DEATH OF JOHN THE BAPTIST CAUSED MORE

ATTENTION NOW

TO BE FOCUSED ON JESUS. THIS

OBSCURE CARPENTER FROM THE TOWN OF NAZARETH
ABRUPTLY BECAME AN OBJECT OF WIDE-SPREAD

ATTENTION FRO
HE MOVED--THE
KINDS--THE ON

OF SUSPICION,

M THE JEWISH PEOPLE AMONG WHOM
IR ATTENTION BEING OF TWO
E OF HIGH HOPE AND THE OTHER

IN THE FIRST PLACE, THE HIGH HOPE WAS TO



BE FOUND IN HIS DISCIPLES AND AMONG THE
LOWER CLASSES OF PEOPLE IN GALILEE, MANY

OF WHOM HAD CENTERED THEIR EARLIER HOPE

ON JOHN THE BAPTIST. MANY OF THEM AGAIN
FIXED ON JESUS THE WILD DREAM THAT BESIDES
MERELY REFORMING THE JEWISH RELIGION, HE
MIGHT ALSO BECOME THEIR LEADER WHO WOULD
DRIVE THE GENTILES FROM THE OCCUPIED LAND
OF JUDAH. THERE IS EVIDENCE FOR THIS IN
THE WORDS USED BY ONE OF THE DISCIPLES TO
EXPRESS HIS GRIEF AFTER THE DEATH OF JESUS:

“BUT WE HAD BEEN HOPING THAT HE WAS THE
MAN TO LIBERATE ISRAEL.”

IN THE SECOND PLACE, JESUS AROUSED SUSPICION
AMONG OTHERS, PARTICULARLY AMONG THE SADDUCEES
AND THE PHARISEES WHO WERE IN CONTROL OF

THE TEMPLE IN JERUSALEM, THESE JEWISH
RULERS SAW IN JESUS A THREAT, A MAN WHO
MIGHT GRADUALLY PROVE TO BE THEIR UNDOING.
THEY PERCEIVED JESUS AS A SELF-APPOINTED
REFORMER OF JEWISH RELIGION AND AS AN
AGITATOR WHO COULD EVENTUALLY AROUSE THE

MASSES,

JESUS HIMSELF WAS PAINFULLY AWARE OF BOTH
KINDS OF MISPERCEPTION, NEITHER SIDE

APPRECIATED HIS TRUE PURPOSE. NO ONE HAD
EYES TO SEE THAT HIS TRUE INTENT WAS AIMED
AT ONE END ONLY--TO BEAR WITNESS TO THE

LOVE OF G(oD.

AND YET HOW COULD HE CONVINCE PEOPLE OF



GoD’S LOVE? THE STARS ON WHICH HE GAZED
IN THE WILDERNESS OF JUDEA WERE COLD AS
ICE; THE DEAD SEA, IN WHICH NO LIVING
CREATURE STIRRED, AND THE MOUNTAINS BEHIND
THE SEA, REVEALED NO MORE THAN A (GOD WHO
IS PRONE TO ANGER AND WHO PUNISHES AND WHO
SITS IN JUDGMENT., THIS EXTREMELY SEVERE
FATHER-IMAGE OF GOD PREVAILED,

MERELY TALKING ABOUT “THE LOVE OF GOD"” AND
"THE GoD OF LOVE" 1S EASY. THERE WAS A

| OT OF MISERY IN THOSE DAYS. T0 JUDGE FROM
| IFE'S CRUEL REALITIES IT IS EASIER TO THINK

ABOUT A GOD OF WRATH AND RETRIBUTION THAN
TO BELIEVE IN THE GOD OF LOVE.

SO0, THE OVERRIDING THEME THAT RUNS THROUGH
JESUS’ LIFE AND MINISTRY WAS HIS CONCERN
FOR HOW HE MIGHT DEMONSTRATE THE EXISTENCE
OF THE GOD OF LOVE AND MAKE IT POSSIBLE
FOR PEOPLE TO KNOW AND EXPERIENCE FIRST-
HAND THE LOVE OF GOD, AND THEN BE ABLE TO
SPREAD THAT LOVE TO ALL PEOPLE.,

“COME TO ME ALL YOU WHO LABOR AND ARE HEAVY
LADEN, AND I WILL GIVE YOU REST.” READING
THESE WORDS OF JESUS FROM THE GOSPEL OF
MATTHEW, WE CAN PICTURE HIM WITH HIS ARMS
EXTENDED WIDE, STANDING BY THE SHORE OF

THE SEA OF GALILEE.

ABOVE ALL, JESUS PRACTICED THAT LOVE OF



GOD IN HIS MINISTRY. AROUND THE SEA OF
GALILEE, THE TOWNS WERE FULL OF SICK AND
CRIPPLED PEOPLE WHO WERE NEGLECTED BY THEIR
NEIGHBORS AND EVEN BY THEIR OWN FAMILIES,
THERE WERE OTHERS, MEN AND WOMEN LIKE THE
TAX COLLECTORS AND THE PROSTITUTES, WHO
WERE CONDEMNED BY THE PRIESTS. READING

THE NEW TESTAMENT PROVIDES A PICTURE OF
JESUS WITH HIS LOVING TENDENCY FOR DRAWING

CLOSE TO MEN AND WOMEN WHO WERE OTHERWISE
FORSAKEN OR HELD IN CONTEMPT,

IN THE VILLAGE AROUND THE LAKE WERE VICTIMS
OF MALARIA, WHO HEALTHY PEOPLE DESPISED
BECAUSE THEY THOUGHT THEY WERE POSSESSED

BY AN EVIL SPIRIT, YET JESUS TENDED TO THEIR
NEEDS.

THE LEPERS, FORBIDDEN TO APPROACH ANY VILLAGE
OR TOWN, WERE CONSIDERED UNDER THE LAW TO

BE UNCLEAN AND TO BE THE RECIPIENTS OF
PUNISHMENT FROM GoD. YET JESUS IGNORED

THAT PART OF THE LAW AND TRIED TO HELP THEM.
HE ENLISTED INTO HIS GROUP OF CLOSE DISCIPLES

ONE OF THE TAX COLLECTORS WHO WERE ALWAYS
OBJECTS OF DERISION,

THE GOSPELS CONTAIN MANY STORIES ABOUT JESUS
AND THESE ABANDONED SOULS. THE STORIES

ARE OF TWO KINDS: ONE IS WHERE JESUS HEALS

THEIR INFIRMITIES (SOMETIMES CALLED MIRACLE

STORIES), AND THE OTHER IS WHERE, RATHER




THAN PERFORMING A HEALING, JESUS SIMPLY
IDENTIFIES WITH THEM IN THEIR PITIABLE

SUFFERING=-1IN OTHERVFCONSOLATION STORIES.”

WOrJS/

WHAT IS ESPECIALLY IMPRESSIVE IN THE
CONSOLATION STORIES IS THE WAY THEY PICTURE
JESUS SPENDING HIS TIME ON THE SORROWS AND
THE SORT OF MEN AND WOMEN TO WHOM OTHERS
PAID NO ATTENTION. LOVE AND SYMPATHY FLOWED
FROM HIM TO THESE FORGOTTEN PEOPLE LIKE
BLOOD FROM A DEEP WOUND, WE, IN OUR OWN

SELVES, KNOW HOW WE ARE ATTRACTED TO GLAMOROUS
AND BEAUTIFUL PEOPLE AND HOW EASILY WE CLOSE

OUR EYES TO THOSE WHO ARE FILTHY AND UGLY,
NOT sO WITH JESUS!

AT THE SAME TIME THAT JESUS HEALED PEOPLE
AND CONSOLED THEM, HE UNDERSTOOD THAT MANY
PEOPLE ARE ON THE LOOKOUT FOR SOMETHING
ELSE--THEY WANT PRACTICAL AND TANGIBLE
RESULTS--SIGNS AND WONDERS--SUCCESS!
MAGIc! YET LOVE IS AN ACT WHICH IN THIS
VISIBLE WORLD BEARS NO DIRECT CORRELATION
WITH TANGIBLE BENEFITS. SOMETIMES WE CAN
LOVE AND LOVE AND LOVE AND SEE NO DIRECT
IMMEDIATE RESULTS.

[T'S SIGNIFICANT THAT IN THE GOSPEL ACCOUNTS
NOT ONE OF THE PEOPLE THAT JESUS HEALED
IS SAID TO HAVE BECOME ONE OF HIS CLOSE

FOLLOWERS., ON THE OTHER HAND, THERE IS
EVIDENCE THAT MANY OF THOSE THAT HE CONSOLED,



THAT HE IDENTIFIED WITH, DID BECOME FOLLOWERS,

SOME EVEN DISCIPLES. MIRACLES SELDOM BRING
COMMITMENT,

THUS THE PAIN OF JESUS HIDES IN THE BACKGROUND
OF EVERY MIRACLE STORY WRITTEN INTO THE

NEW TESTAMENT. HE HEALED PEOPLE OUT OF
COMPASSION AND YET HE KNEW THAT IT MIGHT

_EAD TO THE WRONG CONCLUSION ABOUT HIM AND

HIS BASIC MISSION., HE WAS AFRAID THAT SOON
PEOPLE WOULD LOOK TO HIM ONLY FOR SIGNS

AND WONDERS AND WOULD NOT HEAR THE MESSAGE
OF GOD'S LOVE.

EVEN HIS CLOSEST DISCIPLES FREQUENTLY MISSED
THE POINT OF HIS MINISTRY. IN THE STORY
READ THIS MORNING FROM MARK'S GOSPEL, JESUS
OVERHEARD THE DISCIPLES ARGUING AS TO WHICH
ONE OF THEM WAS THE GREATEST. AND JESUS
HAD TO REMIND THEM ONCE MORE THAT "IF ANY
ONE WOULD BE FIRST, HE MUST BE THE LAST

OF ALL AND SERVANT OF ALL.” AND HE TOOK

A CHILD, AND PUT THE CHILD IN THE MIDST

OF THEM; AND TAKING THE CHILD IN HIS ARMS
HE SAID TO THEM: “WHOEVER RECEIVES ONE
SUCH CHILD IN MY NAME RECEIVES ME; AND
WHOEVER RECEIVES ME, RECEIVES NOT ME BUT

(GOD WHO SENT ME.”

TOo US THAT STATEMENT DOES NOT SEEM VERY
REVOLUTIONARY. HOWEVER, BIBLICAL SCHOLARS
CLAIM THAT THERE ARE NO MORE COUNTERCULTURAL,




RADICAL, REVOLUTIONARY SAYINGS OF JESUS

THAN THOSE REGARDING CHILDREN, AS HELPLESS,
DEPENDENT, NON-PRODUCTIVE BURDENS, CHILDREN
WERE IN THAT TIME, AT BEST., SECOND-CLASS
CITIZENS., ONE DAY THESE CHILDREN MIGHT
GROW UP TO BE PRODUCTIVE AND PROTECTIVE

OF THEIR PARENTS. DBUT UNTIL THEN, THEY
STOOD FAR DOWN THE SOCIAL LADDER--BEHIND
EVEN WOMEN, THE POOR, THE SICK AND THE LAME,

So JESUS IS SAYING, “IN GoD’'’S REALM, EVEN

HELPLESS, VALUELESS, DEPENDENT CHILDREN
ARE RECEIVED--NO LESS THAN THE POOR, THE

SICK AND THE LAME.” AND IN THAT SPIRIT,
WITH GoD’S SPIRIT ACTIVE IN HIM, JESUS

CARRIED ON HIS MINISTRY. HE USED THE

HELPLESS LITTLE CHILD TO SYMBOLIZE, TO
STAND FOR ALL THE HELPLESS, DEPENDENT

PEOPLE IN OUR SOCIETY.

WHAT DOES ALL THIS HAVE TO DO WITH US?

THE MINISTRY OF JESUS IS TO BE THE PATTERN,
THE MODEL, FOR THE MINISTRY OF THE CHURCH.
THE NEW TESTAMENT REPEATEDLY CALLS THE
CHURCH--"THE BoDY oF CHRIST.” IF IT IS

THE “BoDY OF CHRIST,"” THEN IT IS TO DO WHAT

JESUS DID--TO REACH OUT TO THE OUTCASTS,

TO THE BROKEN-HEARTED, TO THE LONELY, TO
THE FORGOTTEN, TO THE SICK, THE FILTHY.

IHE CHURCH DOES NOT EXIST FOR ITS OWN SAKE,

JUST AS JESUS DID NOT COME INTO THE WORLD
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FOR HIS OWN SAKE. THE CHURCH EXISTS TO

REACH OUT TO OTHERS AND TO TELL THEM IN
WORD AND DEED OF GOD’S LOVE.

YET HOW OFTEN WE CHRISTIANS AND THE CHURCHES
GET OFF THE TRACK. WE TALK ABOUT HAVING
JESUS CHRIST AS OUR "PERSONAL SAVIOR,"” AS

IF THAT WERE THE END OF IT ALL. IN FACT,
THE WORD "PERSONAL” DOES NOT EVEN EXIST
ANYWHERE IN THE BIBLE, IT IS NOT USED EVEN
ONCE |

JESUS CAME NOT TO LEAD US TO A CLOSE
RELATIONSHIP TO HIM, BUT TO A CLOSE
RELATIONSHIP TO GOD. AS I NOTED LAST WEEK,
JESUS IS THE DOOR, THE OPENING, THE WAY

TO GoD. AND BECAUSE OF HAVING A GOD-
RELATIONSHIP, AN EXPERIENCE OF THE HOLY,
THEN WE HAVE THE POWER AND THE LOVE TO SERVE
OTHERS. WHEN WE SAY WITH ST. PAUL THAT
CHRIST LIVES IN US, WE ARE SAYING THAT THE
LOVE OF GOD LIVES IN US,

AND HOW DO WE RECEIVE CHRIST, THIS LOVE
OF GOD INTO OUR LIVES? JESUS SAID, "WHOEVER

RECEIVES ONE SUCH CHILD IN MY NAME RECEIVES
ME;, AND WHOEVER RECEIVES ME, RECEIVES NOT

ME, BUT (GOD WHO SENT ME.”

S0 HERE WE ARE AT THE THIRD SUNDAY IN ADVENT.
HAVING BEEN TAUGHT FOR MOST OF OUR LIVES
THAT GOD IS GREAT, OMNIPOTENT, OMNISCIENT,
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POWERFUL, ALMIGHTY, AND GOD IS ALL THAT,
BUT GOD IS ALSO SOMETHING ELSE TOO. NOW
THIS BABY IN BETHLEHEM COMES SHOWING THAT
GOD ALMIGHTY IS A LITTLE ONE WHO LOVES

| ITTLE ONES. AND THIS LITTLE ONE GROWS

UP AND BECOMES THE SERVANT OF ALL AND ASKS

JS TO DO THE SAME., IT STRIKES US AS STRANGE,
AND IT TURNS OUR WORLD UPSIDE DOWN. AMEN,




