KINGDOM-BASED COMMITMENTS

Mark 3: 20Then Jesus entered a house, and again a crowd gathered, so that he and his disciples were not even able to eat. 21When his family heard about this, they went to take charge of him, for they said, "He is out of his mind." 22And the teachers of the law who came down from Jerusalem said, "He is possessed by Beelzebub[c]! By the prince of demons he is driving out demons."  23So Jesus called them and spoke to them in parables: "How can Satan drive out Satan? 24If a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot stand. 25If a house is divided against itself, that house cannot stand. 26And if Satan opposes himself and is divided, he cannot stand; his end has come. 27In fact, no one can enter a strong man's house and carry off his possessions unless he first ties up the strong man. Then he can rob his house. 28I tell you the truth, all the sins and blasphemies of men will be forgiven them. 29But whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will never be forgiven; he is guilty of an eternal sin."  30He said this because they were saying, "He has an evil spirit."  31Then Jesus' mother and brothers arrived. Standing outside, they sent someone in to call him. 32A crowd was sitting around him, and they told him, "Your mother and brothers are outside looking for you."  33"Who are my mother and my brothers?" he asked.  34Then he looked at those seated in a circle around him and said, "Here are my mother and my brothers! 35Whoever does God's will is my brother and sister and mother."


That loud, high-pitched shrieking sound you might be hearing just now, echoing across the centuries, would be a Galilean mother crying out, "WHAT! SO MY SON, JESUS, THINKS HE CAN HAVE A NEW MOTHER AND BROTHERS AND SISTERS! JUST LIKE THAT? WHEN I BORE HIM AND NURSED HIM AND RAISED HIM? WE WERE RIGHT TO THINK HE'S GONE CRAZY! SO, GO AHEAD AND DISOWN US! JUST SEE IF ANY OF YOUR NEW BROTHERS AND SISTERS AND YOUR NEW MOTHER, WHO 'DO THE WILL OF GOD,' ARE THERE FOR YOU AT 2 AM WHEN YOU'RE UP SICK LIKE I WAS! WASN''T THAT THE WILL OF GOD?"


But in today's gospel passage I don't think Jesus is disowning his family, or the family in general; I think he's challenging the normal family-based kingdoms of the world, and offering in their place families based on the kingdom, as in the Kingdom of God. 


Or that loud cry you hear might also be one of Jesus' disciples wailing, "THEY'RE COMING AT US FROM BOTH SIDES NOW! ITS A SQUEEZE PLAY BY JESUS' FAMILY FROM NAZARETH, AND THE SCRIBES FROM JERUSALEM! WE'RE SURROUNDED! HOW ARE WE GONNA GET OUT OF THIS MESS?"


Jesus deftly parries the scribes' religious attack, by saying, if you can see the evidence of God in my mighty works of deliverance, and persist in dismissing them as the work of Satan, then you have not only dishonored me, you have blasphemed the Holy Spirit, by whom these mighty works were done. And that is unforgivable, simply because it demonstrates a constant and determined rejection of any and all forgiveness. 


Another wailing sound is one raised by people who wonder if they, too, have committed the unforgivable sin of blasphemy against the Holy Spirit, of which Jesus speaks. To which I would reply by asking, Are you dead set against any and all offers of forgiveness to you through Christ? Have you slammed the door on Jesus and are you holding it tight against all his knocking at the door of your heart, offering you forgiveness, joy and eternal life? The answer must surely be No. Otherwise, you wouldn't even care about it or raise the question. Then I can answer, with confidence, that, No, whatever you have said or done, you have not committed the unforgivable sin, which is to  refuse every single last chance at forgiveness, by clutching to the bitter end to every last possible excuse not to believe in Jesus, no matter how outrageous and unbelievable, like the one about Jesus casting out Satan by the power of Satan. That one cannot be forgiven, simply because it constitutes an ironclad refusal to be forgiven. 


As I read different sources on Mark's Gospel and the Kingdom of God, I come across  one school of thought that says that when Jesus proclaimed that, “The Kingdom of God has drawn near,” he meant you could expect the Final Day of the Lord, and the judgment of all souls and the end of human history soon, really soon, like tonight or tomorrow, or at least within the coming year. And therefore, if Jesus had anything to say about family, it could only be something like, “Don't even bother; the end is too near; there's not enough time to make a wedding dress, let alone raise a family; don't even buy green bananas; come, instead, follow me, and join the new family made up of everyone who does my will; that's all the family you need. Its all the family you have time for.”


Which means that ten, twenty, thirty years after Jesus'  resurrection, the early church supposedly started to realize that it had an unexpected problem on its hands: namely, kids. Where did they come from? Well, from parents, of course. So, what do we do now with families, marriages, parents, children, the elderly and aging in the church, since the Lord and the Last Day obviously have not yet come? So then, they say, you start to get supposedly stopgap off-the-cuff advice from the Apostles Paul and Peter about family, such as “Submit to one another in the Lord” and “Husbands, love your wives as Christ loved the church,” and “Wives, honor your husbands as the church should honor Christ.” And parents, “Don't provoke your children to exasperation, but bring them up in the fear and admonition of the Lord.” And “children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. 'Honor your mother and father—which is the first commandment with a promise--” none of which sounds like it came from surprised and desperate people trying to cobble together advice.


But all these godly guidelines, this school of thought says, come only as after-thoughts to the Gospel of God's kingdom, a grudging, reluctant set of concessions to human nature and human need for families, after the church began to realize, “You know, we could be here for a while,” and began to forget about the near and coming Kingdom of God. Because it didn't turn out to be as near as it sounded, at first. And children have a way of distracting you from any long-term plans and big picture thinking.



If you've been following my series of sermons on the theme of God's Kingdom in Mark's Gospel, hopefully you've already beaten me to my response, where I say that somebody really missed the point when they thought that the fullness of the promised kingdom of God had to come so quickly and immediately as to do away with families, because the  nearness of God's coming kingdom left no time for families. As I have said before, yes, the coming Kingdom will indeed replace the structure of our current, present world, when God finishes making all things new, according to God's promises through the prophets, and Israel's prayers in the psalms. 


But for the kingdom of God to come in all its fullness, the invitation to it must go out to all the tribes and nations of the world. "This gospel of the kingdom shall be preached as a witness to all nations, and then the end shall come," Jesus said. Who knows how long that will take? Only God knows when the task is done. So, yes the big change of kingdoms is coming. But yes, there's also time for love, marriage, children, families and grandparents, if, that is, God has called us to marriage. The kingdom is coming, and yet it is already taking shape in our midst, in the form of relationships that have kingdom of God qualities, including in our family relationships. Kingdom-oriented families can serve as living invitations, or demonstration pilot projects, of God's kingdom. 


But  I have also said that the promised Kingdom of God is also  about restoring what was, before humanity's fall into sin. And a very important, central part of what was, in Eden, before the fall, was the first family, Adam and Eve, who reflected the image and glory of God individually, in their maleness and femaleness, and in their mutuality, dignity and harmony together. 


So it makes sense that when Jesus' enemies pressed him about the matter of divorce, Jesus would refer back to this very fountainhead of human relationships in that Garden, and said, “At the beginning of creation, God made them male and female. For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh. So they are no longer two but one. Therefore what God has joined together, let man not separate.” So when it came to marriage and family, Jesus did not only look ahead to a nearby, looming regime change, but back to a distant beginning. 


So it wasn't marriage, nor family itself, that Jesus challenged in today's Gospel passage. Instead, it was the supreme, idolatrous, pre-emptive importance of family, as the basis of everything else, including Israel's nationhood, that Jesus was challenging, when he said those words that surely turned his mother's hair white (if it wasn't already): “Those who do my Father's will, are my brothers and sisters and mother.” This was more than a challenge to the idolatry around family. After all, Israel as a nation was also a family that traced its ancestry back to their ancestors, Sarah and Abraham. In effect, Jesus is picking up where John the Baptist left off, when he told all  Israel, "Don't presume upon God by saying, 'We are Abraham's children,' for God can raise up children for Abraham from these rocks!"


To know how challenging and radical those words were, it helps to understand how important family was at the time. It was more than the group who gave you your last name; it was your social security system, your education system, your police and justice system in many respects, and your status, dignity, honor and value in society, especially if you were born into a family that connected you with other families with dignity, honor or value. Or with religious connections. Or political ones, like that of Caesar, or of his client king, Herod. And this is still how much of the world operates today.  So often, its not just what you know that gets you through life; its also who you know, beginning with family. The worst-case and most extreme example of this is the Mafia, Exhibit A of family systems gone to seed, when the commandment to honor your mother and your father trumps all the other commandments, such as thou shalt not kill, thou shall not steal, thou shalt not covet, and thou shalt not bear false witness. 


But this doesn't stop with the Mafia. Many governments are run by extended family networks. Some businesses and even corporations have unofficial fast tracks to the top for family members. Some communities, sometimes even states and even countries can have a family feel. Sometimes that's good, like when it inspires drivers to stop and help you change a flat tire, or when neighbors call you up and say, "I saw your child skateboarding without his helmet." But sometimes its scary, as when someone wrote to the Star-Tribune last week and said that Minnesotans had nothing to fear from the latest mass roundups and deportations of undocumented immigrants because no Larsons or Olsons were being rounded up. Scary.


And then there's the church. When you scratch the surface, sometimes whole congregations and even denominations can actually be  more like extended family fortresses than outposts of the growing kingdom of God. As a descendant of Slavic immigrants with an identifiably Slavic last name, I sometimes find that my interactions with fellow Slavs can be rather awkward once they discover that I am neither Catholic nor Eastern Orthodox.  For some, it would preferable if I were a communist or an atheist, than not part of our ethnic church.


We Mennonites are now going through some growing pains in this matter. But they're signs of faithfulness and blessing. After twenty-seven years of being Mennonite, I have experienced us as being two things: 1) a kingdom of God-oriented movement with a kingdom of God-oriented theology and spirituality; and 2) a historic network of interrelated Swiss-German and Low German clans and families who have courageously kept that kingdom of God-oriented theology and spirituality alive at great cost to themselves, and who have also generously shared it with others, also at great cost. There is so much to appreciate and celebrate about these Swiss and Low German ethnic heritages, just as there is much to celebrate and appreciate in other ethnic heritages. And for the most part, I have experienced warm welcomes and acceptance by people of these combined ethnic heritages, even though I don't obviously come from either of them. The fact that now more than half of the world's Mennonites come from other nations and groups, and the fact that their numbers and percentage are growing, is a vindication of everything that previous generations of Mennonites have suffered and paid to keep their kingdom of God perspective on the gospel alive. Because that kingdom of God perspective is what is drawing in all these other people, sometimes in entire congregations.


But there have been a few times and places where I noticed that not having the historic ethnic family connections was awkward. This is not one of them, I'm glad to say.  And those places and moments are becoming increasingly rare, especially as you see people of Hispanic, Scotch-English, Chinese, African-American, Ethiopian and other backgrounds taking their places on leadership positions across the wider Mennonite Church, alongside names that go back to Sixteenth Century Switzerland or the North Sea area. And the commitment on the part of the old guard of Mennonite leadership to welcome and encourage this change of leadership, without changing this kingdom of God perspective, is as rare in this world as it is inspiring. As this process continues, we will continue to be faced with a choice of identities. Are we, as a church and a movement, a family-based kingdom of churches, or are we a kingdom-based family of churches?


Again, in today's Bible passage, Jesus is not challenging families per se. And families naturally come with names and heritages and ethnicity, which I hope they can celebrate. Jesus is not challenging that either, as much as he is challenging the world's family-based kingdoms, and offering in their place his kingdom-based family when he says: "Whoever does the will of my Father in heaven, is my brother, my sister and my mother." 


Everyone in the world and the church relates to some form of human family, even just by being someone's child, whether God has called us into marriage or parenthood or not. So the challenge before us as disciples of Jesus, in families, is to do as Jesus did, to seek first--or strive first for- the kingdom of God, in our personal lives, and in our family lives, to live as  members of kingdom-based families, rather than as members of family-based kingdoms. 


But in today's Gospel passage, Jesus is not telling us how to do that. We'd have to look at other Bible passages to see how to build kingdom-centered families, such as those I mentioned at the beginning of this message. They are not just quick after-thoughts. But I'd like to add a few thoughts on what I mean by kingdom-based families, as opposed to family-based kingdoms. 


When two single people contemplate marrying each other, if they bring God into the equation, its usually to pray, "Dear God, please bring me together with him, or her." But in a kingdom-based marriage and family, people will also pray about why God brought them together. What is the purpose for which God would bring us together? What is the reason for which God would entrust us with children? As wonderful as the joys and blessings of love and children are, the reason for a kingdom-based family cannot be the joys of family life alone, because those joys and pleasures cannot always be there. Not when the children are up sick at 2AM. Not when one spouse is deathly ill, or discouraged.  They need a source deeper than themselves to support and sustain them. They need a purpose beyond themselves. The joys of marriage and family come most, I believe, when beyond and beneath them lies a source and a purpose bigger than the relationships themselves. 


In a kingdom-based family, children, parents and spouses know  that God and God's kingdom come first, before the family, and before any one of them. This may sound harsh, but it actually makes for stronger families. Because when the family is expected to be the root and foundation and basis for everything good in our lives and in the world, it is burdened with more than it can reasonably carry. 


Some politicians and preachers say that the family is the root of everything good in society. And those of us who have taught school know how difficult it can be to teach children anything in a classroom when they don't learn security, self-restraint and respect at home. But the family needs a foundation deeper than itself if it is to teach heavenly kingdom values, conduct, character and qualities in a world like ours.  In all the stresses and struggles that family members can't help but have in their relationships, it helps ever so much when we can draw on sources deeper than those same relationships for the strength and grace and wisdom to face them. That foundation for Christian families at least, is the kingdom of God. 


And I'm not just talking to parents here. If God has called us to marriage, we can be and do so much for each other as husbands and wives, but only so much. A number of years back I heard a love song entitled, "You are my religion," in which the singer sang of his religious-like devotion to his beloved. His was a devotion so great, he said, and she's so wonderful, he didn't need any church, God or doctrine. I don't know whether to feel happy for his beloved or scared. I'm all for the devotion part, but I hope he didn't also expect her to be divine, all-knowing, all-capable and ever-present for him, or they're both in for some really big disappointments. Will she still be his religion--will he still have faith--if she begins showing signs of Alzheimer's Disease, or gets cancer and needs round-the-clock care, much of which he'll have to provide? In the inevitable struggles, misunderstandings and disappointments that people have with each other, no matter how much they love each other, it helps for each one to have a deeper reservoir of strength, comfort and guidance to draw upon, than what any human relationship can provide. Otherwise, that relationship is loaded down with more than it can carry. I recommend instead Jesus' ideal of kingdom-based relationships, as opposed to any relationship-based kingdom.


One way we teach and model a kingdom-based family life is in our stewardship. Do our children or our grandchildren see us making any sacrifices for the kingdom of God? If so, it won't scar them for life if they have to save up a while to buy the newest Wii Fit for themselves, because, for their parents, investing in the kingdom of God through relief to Burma or the ministries of the local church took priority. As for the children themselves, are they encouraged to make some sacrifices for, and investments in, the kingdom of God, so that they too have some sense of ownership and responsibility in the life of the church, even if its only a quarter a week in the offering plate, or a Saturday afternoon at Feed My Starving Children? And have we, as spouses, been clear about what is God's part of our shared substance, and what is ours? These are just a few of the practical ways we can stay on track to build kingdom-centered families,  rather than family-centered kingdoms. There are many more. Whether we're single or married, a parent, grandparent, or just someone's child, that is always the choice before us.
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