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When Sara Miles was forty-six, she wandered into an unfamiliar church, ate a piece of bread, and took a sip of wine. Until that moment she’d had no interest in religion. Traveled, liberal, lesbian, she was raised in a secular home and remained deeply skeptical of what she’d seen of the church, particularly it’s more fundamentalist iterations. She’d never been baptized, never read much of the Bible, never prayed the Lord’s Prayer. But at St. Gregory of Nyssa Episcopal Church in San Francisco, someone invited Sara to the table.
“And then something outrageous and terrifying happened,” she says. “Jesus happened to me.”
Sara felt dizzy, overwhelmed, charged with life, filled. Suddenly, she believed. 
“I couldn’t reconcile the experience with anything I knew or had been told,” Sara writes in her memoir, Take This Bread. “But neither could I go away: For some inexplicable reason, I wanted the bread again. I wanted it all the next day after my first communion, and the next week, and the next. It was a sensation as urgent as physical hunger, pulling me back to the table.”
So with the bewildered support of her partner and daughter, Sara went back to St. Gregory’s—the next Sunday, and the Sunday after that, and the Sunday after that. Not only did she convert to Christianity, but she also devoted herself entirely to “a religion rooted in the most ordinary yet subversive practice: a dinner table where everyone is welcome, where the despised and outcast are honored.”
I share this with you because something similar is happening to many of the people in our Gospel reading from Mark 3 this morning. To use Sara Miles’ words again: "… something outrageous and terrifying happened … Jesus happened …” 
Let’s set the scene: For nearly four months, we have had heaping helpings of the Gospel of John. Now with Lent and Easter, Pentecost, and Trinity Sundays past, we have returned to ordinary time, and, beginning last week, we have returned to a steady diet of readings from the Gospel of Mark. The contrast between John and Mark is notable. The recent lessons from John set before us the confident and wise Jesus, certain of his purpose and profound in his teaching. He is calm, capable and in control. Through sustained discourses and long prayers that are unique to John, we have also glimpsed the mystery of Jesus’s intimate relationship with God and the continuation of Jesus’ ministry through the Advocate, the Holy Spirit. The divine nature of Jesus is on full display in the Gospel of John in all of its depth, complexity, and wonder.

Mark, however, presents Jesus differently. In contrast to John’s cool and composed Jesus, the Jesus in this week’s passage from Mark is volatile and, to some, erratic. The scene in this week’s passage follows a fast-paced opening sequence in Mark where in the space of just a couple of chapters, Jesus performs an impressive list of healings and exorcisms, generating astonishment and amazement from an ever-growing crowd. “We have never seen anything like this” (Mark 2:12) typifies the response to Jesus in the early part of Mark. In addition to the great crowds, Jesus also draws the ire of the religious authorities who already seek to “destroy him” (3:6). The dividing lines are quickly drawn.Accordingly, emotions are high, and the situation is tense as our passage begins. A multitude gathers again around the charismatic Jesus, even while others decide he has gone too far. Is he too popular, too powerful, too “outside the box?” Have too many outsiders been included, too many sinners welcomed, too many norms violated? There is something about this Jesus that attracts and repels. Great numbers crowd around him; but others, even his own family, conclude he needs to be restrained. “He has gone out of his mind” some say (3:21), which is perhaps really a way of saying that he has gone beyond our minds. He has surpassed what we might expect or imagine. The boundlessness, the inclusiveness, the unwillingness to be limited by regulation or convention, the unrestrained mercy and grace – all of it is beyond what we can grasp – and well beyond our control.
He doesn’t conform to polite society, and he seemingly has little interest in decency and order. What kind of Presbyterian is he?
Is he insane? Is he demon-possessed? Jesus deflects the swirling accusations with a couple of parables that retain their significance. His observation that a house divided against itself cannot stand not only gave Abraham Lincoln a moral foundation for healing the nation in the 1860s, but it also serves as an indictment of the growing divisions in our common life. From immigration to reproductive rights, from education to the environment, from the conduct of elections to economic policy dissension deepens in our life together. From legislatures to school boards, from Congress to city council, how much more division can we endure before the house falls and crushes everyone?
In the connected parable, Jesus points to “the strong man” who must be dealt with, “tied up,” before anything else can definitively happen (4:27). The strong man is the root cause that must be addressed for meaningful progress and lasting change. The strong man can be a structure or a stereotype, a prejudice or a falsehood, a memory, or a regret. The strong man is what holds us captive, continually exerting influence and accumulating power. Whatever form it may take, tying up the strong man requires persistent courage and committed truth-telling, following the example of Jesus himself.
As these provocative words and those that follow related to forgiveness settle, Jesus’ mother and brothers come (4:31). They stand outside calling to him. Convention and expectation indicate that Jesus should draw them inside, giving them a privileged place among those who have circled around him. They are family, after all. Instead, Jesus again pushes against and beyond accepted categories, suggesting that family intimacy is defined by spiritual companionship instead of biological connection. The family of Jesus is comprised of those who join him in seeking to do God’s will. It is a new creation, a new humanity, a new way of being intimately related to one another.
This passage puts before us the radical Jesus, reminding us again that he is beyond our control. This is Jesus defying assumptions, living abundantly, loving recklessly, undeterred by opposition, willing to accept that his words and deeds will provoke and irritate, even as they surprise and convict. He is focused on bearing witness to the reign of God, a reality that threatens the powerful and shatters the familiar, while touching the untouchable and gathering those otherwise cast out. Those thought to be privileged are left standing outside, while those previously looked over and left out are drawn into the circle.
Which begs the questions:
· What are the social, political, moral, and spiritual implications of being in Jesus’ family?
· Of having brothers and sisters with whom we sharply disagree?
· Of having brothers and sisters across the globe?
· What are some concrete ways we could more fully relate to the family that God has made us a part of?
The Right Revered Michael Curry, Presiding Bishop of the Episcopal Church, tells the story of a young woman who became an Episcopalian in the 1940’s. One Sunday, she invited the man she had been dating to join her at morning services. Both of them were African American, but the church they attended that day was all white, and right in the heart of segregated America. The young man waited in the pews while the congregation went forward to receive communion, anxious because he noticed that everyone in the congregation was drinking from the same chalice. He had never seen Black people and white people drink from the same water fountain, much less the same cup. His eye stayed on his girlfriend as, after receiving the bread, she waited for the cup. Finally, the priest lowered it to her lips and said, as he had to the others, “The blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, which was shed for thee, preserve thy body and soul unto everlasting life.” The man decided that any church where black and white drank from the same cup had discovered something powerful, something he wanted to be a part of.
The couple was Bishop Curry’s parents.
Friends,  Jesus sees the limits of our arrangements, procedures, and polity. Pursuing God’s will is what matters most to him. God’s intents are healing and forgiveness, mending the wounded, binding up the broken-hearted, and lifting the lowly. These are also the goals of Jesus’ life. Whatever the cost, however many the accusations, whatever the outrage, however many will be shocked, confused, or disappointed, Jesus resolutely embraces what God has set before him. Then, in perhaps the most radical move of all, he invites us to join him in this holy work, which is to say he invites us to join his family, even as he bids us to eat at the family table.


