“Be Prepared!”

Mark 6:1-13

In C. S. Lewis’s book, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, Mr. Tumnus is an elf who lives in Narnia. Narnia is a mystical world in another dimension that appears to be ruled by the White Witch. Under her rule, Narnia is a cold cruel world where Christmas never comes, and all who live in Narnia are required to pledge their total devotion to the White Witch or else…
One day Mr. Tumnus meets Lucy, a young human girl who stumbles into Narnia through a magic passageway. Mr. Tumnus invites the young girl to his home for tea, appearing to offer hospitality, but in reality his motivations are dark and ulterior. The White Witch has proclaimed that any humans entering Narnia must be turned over to her at once. And anyone who sees a human and fails to turn them over will be turned into stone.

As the story progresses Mr. Tumnus struggles with a moral dilemma. Should he bow to the apparent rule of the White Witch and turn this sweet innocent child over to her? Or should he live in allegiance to Aslan, the true King of Narnia?

When Mr. Tumnus first meets Lucy, there are rumors—or more accurately a prophetic belief—that Aslan is coming soon. And when he comes, he will defeat the White Witch. Then Christmas will come and flowers will bloom. Ultimately, Mr. Tumnus solves his moral dilemma by living in the reality of Aslan’s promised rule, and he lets Lucy go.
In first-century Israel, there was a belief that a hostile power had usurped the rule of God. Much like the White Witch, Beelzebul, or Satan, appeared to be in charge in this world. Instead of the cold never-ending cruelty of winter in Narnia, Israel lived under the oppression of the Roman Empire. But Israel lived, or they tried to live, in the promised reality of the Messiah’s coming rule.

In the Gospel of Mark, Jesus begins his public ministry by proclaiming: “The time of God’s rule is now. It’s no longer a prophetic promise. With my appearance,” says Jesus, “God’s Kingdom has come, so quit living under the fearful rule of Beelzebul. Turn your lives around and live in the reality of God’s rule.”

In The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, Lucy has a brother named Edmund who soon stumbles into Narnia as well. And Edmund becomes confused. The White Witch tricks Edmund into believing she is the good guy, and it’s Aslan who is bad.

Now in the Gospel of Mark, there is confusion as well. Jesus heals the sick, and casts out demons, and forgives sins. But in doing so, he claims the authority to heal even on the Sabbath, and forgiving sins is an authority that belongs only to God. Much like Edmund, the scribes from Jerusalem are confused, and they accuse Jesus of casting out demons through the power of Beelzebul.
And in the first part of our scripture reading, we hear more confusion. Jesus goes to his hometown to preach. But the home folks say, “Isn’t this the carpenter? We watched him grow up. Where did he get this knowledge? How can he do these things?” And the story says, “They took offense at [Jesus].” Much like Edmund, they were confused.
In the second part of our Gospel reading, Jesus sends out his twelve disciples on an evangelistic mission. Now, earlier in Mark’s Gospel, Jesus had chosen these twelve men to be apostles. They were chosen, and I quote, “to be sent out to proclaim the message, and to have authority to cast out demons.” Now, all this happened, that is they were chosen to be sent out, way back in chapter 3. But here we are, three chapters later, in chapter 6, and only now is Jesus actually sending them out. Why the delay? Why wait so long to send them out on their mission?
Well, they had to be prepared. They had to travel with Jesus and eat with Jesus. They had to experience the healing mission of Jesus. They had to listen and struggle to understand Jesus’ parables. They had to discern the tension between Jesus’ interpretation of scripture and that of the scribes and Pharisees. They had to be prepared to be sent out, because they had to learn to recognize God’s Kingdom and God’s rule when they saw it.

In my reading and preparation for this sermon, I came across a good example of a man who had been prepared to be sent out to proclaim God’s rule and to cast out demons. And I want to share that story with you this morning.
“On March 16, 1968, [Hugh Thompson] was flying a routine patrol in Vietnam when he happened to fly over the village of Mai Lai just as American troops, under the command of Lieutenant William Calley, were slaughtering dozens of unarmed…villagers—old men, women, and children. Thompson set his helicopter down between the troops and the remaining…civilians. He ordered his tail-gunner to train the helicopter guns on the American soldiers, and he ordered the soldiers to stop killing the villagers…Hugh Thompson’s actions saved the lives of dozens of people…he was almost court-martialed…It was thirty years before the Army…awarded him the Soldier’s Medal.”
“[At a commencement ceremony at Emory University, where Hugh Thompson received an honorary degree,] he stood at the microphone…and…talked about his faith. Simple words. Speaking of what his parents taught him as a child, Thompson said, “They taught me, ‘Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.’” (Feasting On the Word, p. 214)
What prepared Hugh Thompson for his moment? Well, he was prepared by the words of Jesus that he and his parents had learned in Sunday School, words that they heard in worship, and words that were reinforced by his parents in their home. Through the church, Hugh Thompson was prepared. Through the church, he had traveled with Jesus and eaten with Jesus. He had experienced the healing mission of Jesus. And he had struggled to understand Jesus’ parables. And he had discerned the tension between Jesus’ interpretation of scripture and that of the scribes and Pharisees. He had been prepared to be sent out, because he had to learned to recognize God’s Kingdom and God’s rule when he saw it.

This past week I went with our youth to the Montreat summer youth conference. And the theme of this year’s conference was “Called to Connect.” The five daily themes of the conference were: 1) Interconnected 2) Disconnected 3) Reconnected 4) Well Connected and 5) Biconnected. In the beginning, God created us to be connected to God and connected to each other in good and loving relationships. But pride, insecurity and self-centerness have disconnected us from each other and from God. But God sent his son into the world so God could reconnect with us and reconnect us with each other. And God is now in the midst of our messy connections, and God will ultimately make all our connections permanently complete.
And the youth of our church and I agree this is a message our confused and polarized world desperately needs to hear, for we are living in a time of competing understandings of good and evil, truth and lies. And even in the church, we often have competing understandings of the true nature of God’s Kingdom and all the moral, ethical, and political conclusions that flow out of our Kingdom understandings.

Later this fall, I’m going to preach a sermon series on our Call to Connect. But for now, let me simply give you a glimpse where this Call to Connect is going. Over and over and over again throughout the week, the conference preacher reminded us that none of us has an exact understanding of the totality of God’s Kingdom. That’s why it’s important for us to come together and share our diverse understandings of the nature of God’s Kingdom and all the ethical, moral, and political implications that flow out of our understanding.
Now I can feel the tension in the room already starting to rise. “How in the world can we stay connected if politics enter into the conversation?” Ultimately what our conference preacher told us was that there is only one absolute upon which we must all agree. And that is that there is only one thing that holds and binds us together, that well connects us, that connects us together permently. And friends, that’s our Christian faith—our mutual trust and belief in Jesus. He is the vine; we and our limited understandings are just the branches.
Now with that said, discerning the nature of God’s Kingdom is a confusing task. Inevitably we will have different understandings of “What would Jesus do?”. Like Edmund, we will sometimes mistake the good guys for the bad. Like Mr. Tumnus, we will sometimes be intimidated into bowing to the wrong sovereign. Like Hugh Thompson, sometimes our noblest efforts to witness to God’s Kingdom may lead to a court-martial.
But the good news of scripture is there is a place where we can at least begin clearing up our confusion, a place where we are intended to work safely together so we can recognize God’s rule when we see it. There’s a place where we are supposed to come together to strengthen our mutual faith and trust and commitment, so we won’t be intimidated into bowing down to false sovereigns. There’s a place where we can practice “doing unto others” without ulterior motives. And, folks, that place is the church.
Now even in the church, we’re not always going to agree on every implication that flows out of our diverse understandings of God and God’s Kingdom. And that’s okay. Some things God will just have to explain to us when Jesus brings in his Kingdom on the last day. But for now, let us pray for enough humility to keep listening to each other as brothers and sisters connected in Christ. If I’m going to confess that I don’t have all the answers, the only way I’m going to learn and grow is to listen to someone with a different understanding. My friends, let us dare to listen to each other by placing our belief and our trust in God’s promise that we are well connected, permanently connected, in our God-given diversity.
So, come, please come to church regularly, so we can all be prepared.

Let us Pray:

Help us, Lord, empower us to be a faithful church, seeking to live in the reality of your Kingdom, so we can joyfully be sent out sharing the Good News of your rule and casting out the demons of fear and mistrust. Prepare us, Lord, and remind us we are permanently connected and empower us for this mission. Amen.

David A. Cagle
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