Deed of Power—Mk 6:1-13
	“They took offense at him.”  That amazes me.  That shocks me.  That saddens me.  That’s how I imagine Jesus feeling, too: amazed, shocked, saddened.  Maybe it isn’t that he was not expecting such a reception among his own.  Maybe he knew there would be resistance—there is always resistance to God, to God’s Words, to the ones whom God sends!  He was amazed, shocked, and saddened by the degree of their scorn, the energy of their rejection.
	I suppose we’ve all encountered, at some point or other, passive rejection of Jesus, the “oh, well, whatever” response.  An elderly woman was talking to some new neighbors who had just moved in next door.   She mentioned that she attended the church just down the street.  Her new neighbor’s response was “So?”  Now, the Spirt can use that as a conversation starter, but most of us hear that as a conversation ender: a not very polite brush off.
	Maybe a few of us have encountered more strident opposition and rejection when we’ve mentioned Jesus or Christianity.  “That’s all superstition and nonsense!  How can you be so unenlightened?”  My father has a friend from his school days.  This friend’s parents were missionaries over in Asia.  I’m not sure what happened to shape his views, but this friend of my father’s, this son of missionaries, seems to find real glee in arguing how the Bible and Christianity are just so much bunk.
	I don’t imagine that what Jesus said there in Nazareth was much different from anything he had already said or said afterwards elsewhere.  It’s not as if he said something there that we have never heard.  He said what he says all throughout the Gospel accounts.  He spoke of the kingdom; he spoke of God’s love; he spoke of forgiveness and salvation.  He was met with laughter, scorn, rejection, vituperation.  He was met with open hostility.  I suspect many of us have similar stories that we could share.
	St. Mark then records something that has always troubled me a bit, confused me.  He says that Jesus “could do no deed of power there, except that he laid his hands on a few sick people and cured them” (6:5).  We see Jesus doing deeds of power all throughout the Gospel accounts, yet here, St. Mark is quite blunt: Jesus couldn’t do much of anything.  Well, he did cure a few sick people, and that was not nothing.  I’m sure those sick people were very grateful.  I’m sure that they rejoiced and praised God.  Even so, Jesus “could do no deed of power there.”  I have a hard time wrapping my mind around the image of a powerless Jesus.
	I suppose that is where the Eucharist comes in.  I suppose that is part of the reason why we celebrate the Lord’s Supper.  Surely, Jesus was at his least powerful there, suffering and dying on the cross.  At the very same time, we see, even there at the cross, God’s tremendous, unstoppable, redeeming power and healing plan at work.
When St. Paul tells those Corinthian Christians that when he is weak, then he is strong, he is not speaking gibberish; he is looking to Jesus Christ.  God’s strength is made perfect in our weakness.  When I say made perfect, I mean that God’s strength achieves its purpose, perfectly accomplishes what it was intended to accomplish.  When God accomplishes anything through us, His power is made perfect, for we are all of us weak, especially when we think we are strongest!
	W. Graham Scroggie, a noted British pastor and biblical scholar of a couple of generations back, commented that the astonished hearing of those people in Nazareth could only have come from astonishing preaching.  What Jesus had to say was so novel, so unexpected, and so shocking to them that outright rejection and offense were their immediate response.  Christians often seem to have this fantasy that, if we just mention the name Jesus to a nonbeliever, the glory rays will break through, shine upon that person’s heart, and the nonbeliever will become a teary-eyed, penitent convert, kneeling, clasped hands uplifted to God.  That’s a fantasy we have, I say.  It does not correspond with reality.
	The reality is much closer to the response Jesus meets among his own.  Why do they reject him?  In part, it is the message.  All these two thousand years removed from those times, we may easily forget that what Jesus was teaching and preaching was contrary to the customs of the day.  Strictly keeping the letter of the law was the way to be on God’s good side.
The Pharisees made this their way of life, and we know that Jesus had a real problem with the Pharisees, though he did respect their underlying, genuine desire to live holy lives.  We should never laugh at the desire to live a holy life, beloved!  Our call is to show people the true way of holiness, for so many pursue such falsehoods!  Is there anything sadder than false holiness?
	In part, his own took offense at Jesus because of what he was saying to them about God, God’s kingdom, God’s love, forgiveness and grace.  In part, it was that it was Jesus who was saying it.
	What does a proper preacher look like?  What does a powerful preacher look like?  Should the preacher be a man?  Maybe many of you here wouldn’t say so, but for others the preacher should be a man.  Should a preacher have a good voice, strong, clear, and deep, or at least not high and whiny?  Should a proper preacher be attractive, not hard on the eyes?  Should a proper preacher be of a certain minimum height, not over a certain weight?
	It’s easy to say, “Oh, none of those things matter!” but if we took a moment to be candid, we’d find that, actually, some of those things do matter, a little bit.  It’s the same with how we worship.  If we were to bring in a rock band and a light show, a good many of you would not be too happy.  And we know quite well that some who discovered that they were not too happy with our “old” hymns and “old” worship have left to find something more appealing to them.
	If we even have a mostly unconscious interest in finding a preacher and a worship style that suit us, it is no stretch to say that we also, even if unconsciously, have an interest in finding a message that suits us.  It’s pretty clear from the Gospel accounts—today’s reading about what Jesus encounters in Nazareth is only one, powerful, example—it’s pretty clear, I say, that what Jesus had to say did not suit many people.  If all we hear of the message Jesus came to deliver is love, then we haven’t heard the message.  Love can mean different things to different people, as our society and culture makes so painfully obvious.  Jesus tells us about a specific kind of love, a love that changes everything, that reorders human life, that perfects God’s power in us.  Inseparable from that love is obedience.  Maybe you thought that, since it’s no longer Lent, I wasn’t going to mention that word anymore!  Beloved, every time I say the word love, I am also saying the word obedience!  What Jesus tells us, shows us, is that the two are the same word.
	We do not know what love is, apart from obedience, and we do not know what obedience is, apart from love.
	It’s all well and good to love God when the way God commands you to live is the way you are already living.  I mean, we can all tweak this or that and make minor adjustments here and there.  It’s easy to love God when God is mainly satisfied with what you are already doing and generally has no problem with what you already want, already desire.
	One of the things that most bothered me about so much of the preaching I heard was that it seemed to me to be so inconsequential, so insubstantial.  Of course, it gave no offense, either!  It was the most harmless thing imaginable, like a blown kiss.  I suppose there are preachers who have reached a point in their lives where they have resigned themselves to telling the people what the people want to hear.  This is not a new problem.  The Old Testament prophets were fully aware of this phenomenon.  John the Baptist was also quite aware of this problem.
	The idea is that people do not want a God who is too demanding.  Some small, simple demands are okay—don’t kill people, generally; don’t steal, typically; love, whatever you think that means; be nice! don’t get in the way of History! do your best, or whatever.  Don’t make it hard for me, and you can be my God, God.  Beloved, God’s way is not difficult.  The only thing that makes it difficult is us.  We make it difficult because we always have and always will prefer our way to the way God spells out for us; because we will always take the way God spells out for us and edit, revise, rediscover, and reimagine it into a form that suits us, what matters to us, serves our interests.  Just look at the church today!
	Just like those people in Nazareth, and everywhere else Jesus travels, the people he encounters want God on their own terms, and they reject the one who tells them that the god they have on their own terms is not God but a human distortion, which the Bible calls an idol.
Everyone has an idol in their heart; that idol is their heart.  Jesus came to throw down that idol, and he does so there, on the cross, in his utmost weakness.
	That’s offensive!  The very idea that that perfect picture of absolute weakness could throw down the idol of my own heart is laughable, risible, scornful.  But see the power of God in Jesus Christ!  For that man, that beautiful, wonderful man, broken, bleeding, and dying there on the cross, does throw down the idol of our heart; he smashes it, shatters it, because there, on the cross, our hearts break.  Why would God do that, to him, for me?
	Sisters and brothers, we have all seen what hearts closed to God look like, what lives closed to God do.  Jesus saw them, too, in Nazareth, yes, and all over.  And what he is able to do in Nazareth he does also here among us, now, among us few.  “He laid his hands on a few sick people and cured them.”  He has laid his hands upon us and he has cured us.
	We see this bread and this juice, and we take them in our hands, and we consume them.  I have suggested to you before, and I do so again, that the truth is more wonderful, deeper, mysterious, holy: here, in this sacrament, God in Jesus Christ is taking you in His hands; He is laying His hands upon you by this bread and this juice—doesn’t it seem so small?!  Yet what depths of grace for you!  Such entire love for you!
	Beloved, don’t scorn how Jesus Christ comes to you, comes to share the Word with you, his very life with you.  As you receive this day, my prayer is that your heart might break, that in his perfect weakness, the perfect strength and power of Jesus Christ might fill you, and you may come to know that life is in the love that is obedience and the obedience that is love.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Now to the One who by the power at work within us is able to do far more abundantly than all we can ask or imagine, to God be glory in the holy Church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever.
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