Pentecost 2
Family in Christ

Readings:

2 Corinthians 4: 13 – 5:1
Mark 3: 20 – 35

Last week we looked at how important family relations are to people. We
heard how people could be part of God’s family or God’s community
through our relationship with Christ and the work of the Holy Spirit that
binds us together in God’s purpose. Today, our readings again challenge us
to reconsider our relationships with one another as followers of Jesus; as the
church; as the family of God.

I think we all know that family relations involve good and difficult
experiences. I’m not sure if there is such a thing as a perfect family; a
family that never has problems or tension within it. I can testify to that even
in my own family. Though people may look to the minister and his or her
family as an example of Christian living, the reality is that our families are
prone to and go through the same challenges that others do. We can be just
as happy, but also just as miserable as other families. We can laugh and
stick up for one another, but we can also have nasty arguments and grudges
that drive us apart. Sometimes things can work out easily without too much
effort. Other times we can be so dysfunctional that the strain on
relationships is unbearable. Sometimes they are the result of lack of
communication, lack of finances, misunderstandings, missed opportunities,
unfulfilled expectations or the inability or unwillingness to forgive.
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Whatever is it, the family, though supposedly the context, in which people
should relate best with one another, can end up being the worst place in
which family members can end up more like enemies.

Yet, the Bible is full of stories of dysfunctional families. The very first
family ended up with the killing of Able by his brother Cain (Gen. 4:8).
Great leaders of God’s people were also not exempt. King David, in
particular had all kinds of problems with the abusive behaviour among his
children (2 Sam. 13) as well as one son, Absalom, who rebelled against him
in an attempt to dethrone his father David (2 Sam. 15-18).

Whether from biblical stories or from our own life experiences, the first
things we learn about life are from our families. The family is very
influential. It defines us from our earliest moments. It shapes our aspirations
or hopes and can give us what we need to pursue them. Family teaches us
how to live with others and influences our expectations of all the
relationships we hold. Our values, beliefs, attitudes and behaviour can
certainly change over time and in other contexts, but we begin with the ones
we learn from home.
From our Gospel reading in Mark, we get to see something about Jesus’
family and how it might have shaped him. Mark 3: 21 present us with a
situation suggesting that Jesus’ relationship with his mother and siblings
was rather strained. The Common English Bible translation puts it this way:
“When his family heard what was happening, they came to take control of
him. They were saying, ‘He’s out of his mind!’” Yet, Christian tradition has
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had a difficult time dealing with the perhaps troubling idea of family strife
between Jesus and his kin. Consider what translators and even other Gospel
authors have done with Mark 3:21: The King James Version totally
removes Jesus’ family from this part of the scene, saying: “And when his
friends heard of it, they went out to lay hold on him: for they said, ‘He is
beside himself.’” The New Revised Standard Version puts the criticism of
Jesus in the mouths of others, saying: “When his family heard it, they went
out to restrain him, for people were saying, ‘He has gone out of his mind.’”
According to Matthew (12:46-50) and Luke (8:19-21), whose writings were
thought to be produced after that of Mark, any suggestion that Jesus’ family
thought he was crazy is left out.
Mark’s account sets Jesus’ family in comparison to influential religious
leaders. Both groups express an inability to understand who Jesus really is.
The religious authorities conclude he is possessed by Satan. His family
assumes he has lost his sanity. In an ancient setting, these assumptions were
roughly thought of as being the same.

The scene highlights how people could not make sense of Jesus; neither
being able to to see him as God’s agent. Even close relatives and religious
insiders were confused by what he said, which threatened to disrupt so
many aspects of human society. Maybe Jesus’ relatives were dismayed that
the first-born son wasn’t supporting his family but was roaming around
Galilee as a self-appointed prophet. Or maybe they and others wanted him,
as Messiah, to have bigger and better ambitions, such as promising a
revolution instead of preaching love and healing the sick. The Gospel of
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Mark does not explain; it merely sets up a showdown of sorts when the
family arrives to seize Jesus.

When the crowd says that his family is summoning him from outside the
crowded building, Jesus gives a shocking response: “Who is my mother?
Who are my brothers? ... Look, here [these people seated around me] are
my mother and my brothers. Whoever does God’s will is my brother, sister,
and mother.”
It’s good news for those inside the house, who seek to identify with Jesus
and his message. It’s also good news for Mark’s earliest readers who found
themselves away from their own families (Mk. 10:28-30). It’s bad news,
however, for his relatives on the outside, and for others with high regard for
customary notions of honour and social stability.

Jesus redefines the criteria for who constitutes his true family. This goes
beyond responding to his family’s opinion about his sanity. More
fundamentally, Jesus makes a claim about what it might mean to belong to
other people. He makes a claim about identity. Families, or “households,”
were the primary social and economic units of first-century society. Jesus
speaks to deeply embedded cultural assumptions when he determines his
true family not by blood relations or kinship ties but by doing the will of
God.
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What’s a “family” supposed to consist of now? For Jesus, family -- at least,
one type of family -- is a community of people joined together as an
expression of their commitment to discover and live out God’s will.

We are followers of Jesus and we are a family in Christ that tries to discern
and live out what we believe is God’s will for us. Like those with Jesus, I
think we too are challenged to rethink the identity we claim with regard to
how we belong together with other people – even people whom are
different to us.

If you have read my article in our latest newsletter, you will know how
important unity in diversity is to the life of the church; particularly with
respect to the celebration of Holy Communion. In bread and wine we
recognise God’s grace and identify with the body of Christ, the community
of God, the family of Jesus.
Before us today is our Lord’s Table. We, who come from different ethnic,
cultural and social backgrounds, are nonetheless equally invited to partake.
We come not because we can claim some right to Jesus, but simply because
we gather in his presence and around his table; not because we fully
understand Jesus, but because he understands our need to belong with those
whom we can call family; and not because we are faithful to God’s will, but
because God grants us the grace to do so.

This, I think, is captured in the last verse of our final hymn:
Bound by one vision
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met for one mission
we claim each other round Jesus Christ
here is my mother
here is my brother
kindred in spirit round Jesus Christ. Amen.
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