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“Sending Word to God” — June 7, 2015
Mark 3:31–35 (NRSV)
31 Then his mother and his brothers came; and standing outside, they sent to him and called him. 32A crowd was sitting around him; and they said to him, “Your mother and your brothers and sisters are outside, asking for you.” 33And he replied, “Who are my mother and my brothers?” 34 And looking at those who sat around him, he said, “Here are my mother and my brothers! 35Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother.”
Ps 138:8 (New King James Version)

The Lord will perfect that which concerns me. Your mercy, O Lord, endures forever.

Jesus’ mother and brothers don’t seem to be his biggest fans, or at least to understand him very well. They show up while he is preaching, and they “sent to him” (Mark 3:31). They send word!—like a royal delegation, expecting him to stop what he is doing and acknowledge their arrival.

Do you think this was appropriate? Does it show any understanding of how important Jesus’ teaching is? No. And it does not sit well with Jesus, who is doing his life’s work, preaching. Have you ever noticed how a family can be one’s biggest supporter, or can be one’s biggest obstacle? Jesus had to plow ahead without his family’s support or understanding, until after Pentecost, when at least two of his family members, his brothers James and Jude, became important church leaders and even authors of NT epistles.

But Jesus needs to be heard, and he will be heard from Judea to Samaria to Galilee to the Gentile cities of Phoenicia to the mixed population of Perea and the Decapolis. About what does Jesus preach? Salvation. Trusting God, being honest with God, seeking God’s help. 

This is a fairly important calling that Jesus has. It is not appropriate to get in his way and try to steal some of the spotlight, grab some applause, and share in his glory. 

So he tells it like it is. His true family—his spiritual relatives—are those who have made the decision for eternal life, those who have decided to do the will of God. Probably this was a real shock, even an insult, in the ears of his family, at least those who were seeking fame and attention. He does not concede one inch, does not grant any special standing to his biologic family, but grants an amazing standing—an eternal one—to his spiritual family: those who do the will of God.
Let us look at that, since that is one way to sum up Jesus’ whole teaching: seek God with all your heart and mind, and dedicate yourself to doing God’s will. That is how you prove your love of God. By doing God’s will. Is it impossible for mere mortals to do God’s will? Are we such sinners that we cannot ever do good, as some preachers and theologians have claimed? That is not what Jesus taught. Rather, whoever does God’s will is Jesus’ brother or mother or sister (Mark 3:35). Unless he is making an absurd statement—and Jesus does not engage in the Theater of the Absurd—this means that there are some people who are doing God’s will, who are Jesus’ spiritual brothers and sisters. 

There is already, before Jesus’ death, and not related in any way to his coming death, a spiritual community in union with Jesus, in fact a family of God, made up of doers of God’s will. Jesus is letting people know it already exists.

And he will make a similar point elsewhere in all four gospels. In the Gospel of John, for instance, he says “whoever resolves to do the will of God will know whether my teaching is from God” (John 7:17). In Matthew he says “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven” (Matt 7:21), which, unless no one is entering the kingdom of heaven, means that some people will indeed do the will of God. Let’s get rid of this anti-humanitarian doctrine that no one can do the will of God, or that people are wholly evil, unless some magic trick is performed for them. Let us make central what Jesus made central: seeking to do the will of God, and trusting that it is actually possible. Those who do the will are part of a spiritual family.
Obviously, it is a metaphor. Most of Jesus’ teaching is presented in metaphors. We are children of God—not literally, not genetically. But we are children in spirit, because we have God’s spirit. Become fishers of men—not literally, with fish-hooks, but metaphorically, in your ability to draw people in to the Christ community.

So what is the most important thing to do? Decide to do God’s will. Then set out to discover that will, since it is not always obvious. But that basic first step is the most important. It is the one that makes you part of the eternal family of God, not because of some arbitrary action by God, but because it constitutes a real birth, to be born again, or born from above: To make the decision to do God’s will is to nurture the spiritual life, or to actually begin the spiritual life, if one has never experienced it before.
Jesus always reacts to the motives of those who approach him. As long as your motive is good, Jesus honors your approach. You can even be rude or sarcastic, like the Syro-Phoenician woman seeking healing for her daughter, or noisy and intrusive, like the people who dismantled the roof over his head to lower a paralytic down to where he could hear Jesus. That must have been intrusive! But Jesus was pleased at this action, because he discerned that they wanted to hear. He told the whole group their sins were forgiven, and healed the paralytic. 
But Jesus is not happy with any kind of badly motivation, even the official “sending of word” to him by his family. He found this offensive, because they were not seeking truth; they were seeking fame, maybe even power. It’s all in the attitude. What is your real motive for asking?
So it is with us. Approach God with spiritual motives, with even some desire to do God’s will—and Jesus will honor your approach. But if you approach with a desire for fame or power or cheap forgiveness, he will not be pleased. What is cheap forgiveness? It is seeking to be forgiven so that you may go on mistreating, robbing, or lying to others. 
It is looking for a free ticket for misbehavior. 
The request for forgiveness needs to be sincere; if one has done wrong, one must recognize how it is wrong, how it has hurt others. Asking forgiveness is not a free ride to go on doing wrong. Dishonest requests are spiritually diseased, and they might lead to spiritual death. One becomes the lie, and then there is no salvation. One has blasphemed against the Holy Spirit, as Jesus says in the passage right before today’s passage in Mark (3:28–29). Blasphemy against the Holy Spirit refers to the inward action of becoming so insincere that one becomes incapable of honestly turning to God. It is not that God would not forgive, but that one becomes incapable of accepting forgiveness, or even recognizing what it really is, since has lost the ability to tell right from wrong. We need to recognize that there are some people who are not capable of forgiving or being forgiven, who feel no shame over their actions. Don’t be victimized. Recognize evil.
So again, let us think about doing God’s will. Does that mean that God has a specific will or plan for us, one that is geared to each one of us as a unique individual? I think so. And that is where the Psalm verse for today comes in. The first part of Ps 138:8 reads, in the NRSV, “The Lord will fulfill his purpose for me,” but I find the King James Version communicates the true intensity that this should convey: “The Lord will perfect that which concerns me.” God is working on us, seeking to perfect each one of us, seeking to equip us for heavenly society here on earth, to make us psychologically astute and spiritually good.

Doing the will of God entails paying attention to what others need, learning to serve them. Earlier in Mark (3:5), Jesus had healed a man with a deformed hand, which would also have restored him to a position of respect in society. Restoring respect is a Jesus-like form of service. 

And this is the experience recounted in Ps 138. Earlier in the psalm, the author says “you increased my strength of soul,” and “the Lord regards the lowly” (138:3, 6). Are you lowly? Do you need strength of soul? God will restore it.

Turn to God with all your heart and seek. Knock on that door and it will be opened for you. The Lord will perfect that which concerns me, for his mercy endures forever.

Just accept this gift. Make up your mind to do God’s will, trusting that God wants what is good for you and for everyone else. Trust that God will mold you and shape you as needed, and that it will be good for your self-respect and your strength of soul. 
You don’t need fame and power if you have a quiet and spiritual self-respect. Too bad Jesus’ relatives lacked this quiet self-confidence, and thought it necessary to seek public acclaim. That’s not what they really needed. They needed the strength of soul that Jesus could have shown them. 

Eventually, they did learn this lesson, or at least partially. Some pride and judgmentalism can be seen in the letters of Jude and James. God does not strip us of our humanity or make us perfect all at once. In the time before our perfecting, we can apparently still be cranky Christians, but I think God will work on that. Even the authors of the New Testament letters needed God’s help.

