“Be the Miracle”

Mark 1:29-39

It was very early in the morning before dawn.  The disciples were all asleep, but Jesus was wideawake.  All night long Jesus had healed the sick and cast out demons, one after another, after another, after another.  And he did these healing miracles for a very particular reason.  He wanted to show the people of the city of Capernaum that his message was true.  He wanted them to see that when people’s lives were restored to wholeness, the Kingdom of God had indeed come near.  He wanted them to experience life lived as God intended, life lived in the peaceful assurance of God’s authority and God’s rule.  He wanted them to experience the Kingdom of God in and through his miracles.
But somewhere, in the midst of all the miraculous healing, that message was getting lost.  So, Jesus got up early that next morning, and he went out to find a quiet place.  He went to a deserted place to pray and meditate and reflect.  Jesus needed time to center himself, time to remember and remind himself what his ministry was all about, time to keep himself from being carried away with his successful and growing healing ministry and the adulation of the crowd.
You see, Jesus had begun his ministry with a very simple message: “The time is fulfilled, and the Kingdom of God has come near.  (So) Repent; (turn your life around; change your ways; alter your whole world-view); and believe in this message of Good News.”
Well, you know the old saying: “Seeing is believing.”  Jesus wanted the people to see and believe that God’s Kingdom had come near, that the time of God’s rule had begun, and that was the purpose of his miracles.  “Look around you, people of Capernaum, and catch a glimpse of the Kingdom for yourself.  Lives are restored, society is healed, and God’s intention for the world is reclaimed.  The blind are given sight, the deaf are made to hear, the cripple begin to walk.  If ‘seeing is believing,’ then look around and see the Kingdom of God breaking in all around you.  See, and believe, and repent!  Turn your lives toward God’s Kingdom.”

But somewhere in the excitement over all these miraculous healings, that message was getting lost, and the healings became an end in themselves.  People weren’t coming to listen to Jesus’ teachings or to hear his preaching.  They came to see the miracles.  So, instead of confirming his message, instead of providing proof that the kingdom had indeed come near, that God’s rule was restored—the miracles became the message.  The miracles of Jesus became an end in themselves.  So, Jesus went out to a quiet place to think and meditate.  He went to be alone with God, to refocus his mission and ministry.  He went to a deserted place to pray.

Later that morning, the disciples were awakened by the crowds who had come back for more impressive miracles.  It didn’t take them long to realize that Jesus wasn’t there.  So, Simon and the rest of the bunch went out in search of the main attraction—to let Jesus know that his audience was begging for an encore of more miracles.  And that’s basically what they said when they found Jesus.
“Where have you been?  Everyone is searching for you.  It’s go-time, Jesus.  We’re burning daylight.  Let’s get this miracle show going!”

But Jesus replied, “No!  It’s time to move on.  Let’s go on to the neighboring towns, so that I may proclaim the message there also; for that (proclaiming the message) is what I’m called to do.”
“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent and believe this good news.”

Well, you may have noticed I began this sermon in the middle of our scripture reading.  So, let’s go to the beginning of our story.  That’s where we hear that after a long day of preaching and teaching in the synagogue, Jesus and his disciples had retired to the home of Simon and his brother, Andrew.  Now as the eldest woman of the house, Simon’s mother-in-law would have had the honor and privilege and distinction of serving the meal to Jesus and his disciples.  Now I’m not saying that every woman’s place is in the kitchen, and ultimately neither is Jesus.  But in the day and time in which this story takes place, more often than not, that was the reality of their culture.  But, because she was sick, she couldn’t fulfill her purpose.  She couldn’t fulfill her role in the culture of her day.  The sickness robbed her of the privilege of showing hospitality to her guests.  Her identity, in that day and time, was lost, her social standing diminished, and her self-esteem decreased.

My mom was a great cook.  Nothing fancy, she just made really good southern dishes.  At Thanksgiving, all the relatives came to our house for dinner, because nobody could cook like my mom.  And my mother loved to cook, she took pride in her cooking, and she truly found meaning in life serving good food to family and friends.  And our house was known for hospitality.
But one year on Thanksgiving Day, my mother woke up with a terrible case of vertigo.  She couldn’t even raise her head from her pillow. But my older sisters rose to the occasion and prepared the food and did a great job.  Now please understand.  My sisters kind of enjoyed cooking that meal, and we were all glad that mom got to rest and take the day off.  But my mother was devastated.  I’m not sure what made her feel worse—the vertigo or what she perceived as her failure to serve her family.
So, when news of her illness reached Jesus, immediately he went to her.  He took Simon’s mother-in-law by the hand and lifted her up.  Immediately the fever left her, and she began to serve them.  Her identity was restored.  Her social standing redeemed.  Her self-esteem repaired.  Jesus healed her.  He made her whole.  He restored her to her proper place in the community, in that day and time, in the culture of her day.
Seeing is believing.  Look around and see for yourself, people of Capernaum.  In these miracles, lives are restored, society is healed, and God’s intention for the world is reclaimed.  In the miracles of Jesus, the Kingdom of God has come near.

Even today, all around us, there are proofs, miracles that the kingdom of God has come near.  Every day there are people who sacrifice for the good of their neighbor.  They treat their neighbor the way they would hope to be treated if their roles were reversed.  Lives are healed and relationships are restored.  And when they do, the Kingdom comes near.
“The first will be last, and the last will be first in the Kingdom,” Jesus once said.  Well, it’s hard to leave the front of the line and walk all the way to the back of the line, while watching those in the back walk right past you toward the front.  The ways of the Kingdom sort of go against the grain of our competitive self-serving human nature.  But sometimes, miraculously, we go against the grain and sacrifice by putting another human’s basic needs first.  And when we do, when we give for the good of others, the Kingdom comes near.  You see, when we live our lives against the grain the way Jesus taught us to live, well, I think it’s a miracle.  It’s a miracle of God’s grace—a proof of the Kingdom in our midst.
Folks, all around us, there are proofs, miracles, that the kingdom of God has come near.  But, more often than not, we miss it.  We’re looking for the spectacular, the supernatural.  And so, we miss the many miraculous everyday ways God is working in our ordinary lives, in our ordinary world.

In the weeks and months ahead, we as a church will be taking a close look at all the ways in which God’s Kingdom is already coming near, in and through the life and mission and ministry of this church.  And, guided by our Vision Planning Committee, we will be thinking outside the box, listening for the voice of God’s Spirit.  Together, we will discern where God is leading us into new and miraculous forms of ministry that witness the in-breaking of God’s Kingdom.  We will be looking for ministries where lives are healed and relationships are restored, ministries where God’s intention for this world is reclaimed.
Now many of these miraculous ministries will call for sacrifice.  We will be called to treat our neighbor the way we wish to be treated, regardless of how our neighbor may treat us.  We will be called to show concern for those in the back of the line, by putting another human’s basic needs on par with our own, because that’s how life is lived in the Kingdom.

So, in the weeks and months ahead, let’s open our eyes and our ears and our hearts to receive what God has in mind for the future of this church.  Now, it may or may not be flashy miracles.  Sometimes, when a church only considers the spectacular to be a miracle, they miss the everyday ways in which God’s Kingdom is exhibited in loving, caring, and committed relationships, not only within the congregation but also in the congregation’s love for the world.  Now, if you stop and think about it, in today’s polarized and antagonistic world, the witness of love and grace, compassion and mercy, that is a miracle.
Open your eyes, people of Guilford Park, and see the miracle.  More importantly, be the miracle. In the way we treat each other, in the way we seek to nurture compassionate and committed relationships with one another, in the way we all sometimes put aside our own wants and desires for this church and sacrifice for the good of the whole congregation, in the many ways in which we reach out in mission and ministry to God’s world—let’s be the miracle, the miracle of God’s Kingdom come near.
Let us pray.

O Lord, help us to believe in miracles.  Help us to believe in the miracle of your Kingdom come near.  And, most importantly, help us to be that miracle, a loving community living into your Kingdom.  Amen.

David A. Cagle
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