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"WHO ARE MY MOTHER AND MY BROTHERS?"   Revelation
a sermon delivered by the Rev. Scott Dalgarno, March 10, 2024
based on Mark 3:19b-22, 31-35     
"Survival is the second law of life.  The first is that we are all one."








Joseph Campbell

Several of my growing up years were spent a few miles north of the Golden Gate Bridge.  The bridge was often in the news.  I remember an incident where a police car was speeding across the it, responding to a call about somebody threatening suicide.  The officers stopped suddenly beside a young man poised to jump from the bridge.  In a moment, the officer riding on the passenger side was on him.  The young man, in the act of jumping, was carrying the officer with him when the other officer grabbed his companion and with the help of several passersby, pulled them both to safety.  

"What in the world were you thinking, grabbing him like that?" said the officer to the other, "You were going over with him!"  

"I wasn't thinking anything," said his partner. "I couldn't help myself."  

Now, do you think there is something extra special about that policeman that made him do what he did, or might there be something in each one of us that might lead us to imperil ourselves in order to save another; perhaps even to our own surprise?

Joseph Campbell has said the following:  "Survival is the second law of life.  The first is that we are all one." When one person goes over the railing of the Golden Gate Bridge there is a sense in which each of us goes with her.

Now, I think this is what Jesus is pointing to in the third chapter of Mark's gospel that was read for us a few moments ago. 
The crowds have gathered at his house.  He has so attracted the multitudes that the house is full and there is not even room for them to eat together. 
Now, word is going out that Jesus is endangering his own life.  He is saying things that are getting him into deep trouble with the religious authorities.  
It is clear that his days are numbered and yet he continues to say things openly that incite some among the Pharisees.  Therefore, people conclude that he must be mad.  Oddly, even his family seems to believe this report.  His mother and his brothers come looking for him.  

A crowd was sitting around him; and they said to him, 'Your mother and your brothers and sisters are outside, asking for you.'   And he replied, 'Who are my mother and my brothers?’   

I wonder if perhaps his family might have overheard those words, windows being what they were in the first century. Ouch!

And looking at those who sat around him, he said, “Here are my mother and my brothers!  Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother. 

Jesus had been breaking down one social barrier after another in his ministry; that between what was considered clean and unclean, that between males and females.  He’s saying children are full human beings, for heaven’s sake.  And now he’s expanding the definition of family; a bond and boundary that people in Middle Eastern societies hold as dearly as life 

"Here are my mother and my brothers."  Can you imagine his blood family cringing outside, their hands over their ears? 

In one of his memoirs, Telling Secrets, Fredrick Buechner tells of a time years ago when he learned something about the crucial nature of relationships. One evening he was to have dinner with his mother. Just as the two of them were about to sit down to eat, the telephone rang. It was an old friend Buechner had taught with years before.  

The friend, grief stricken, was calling from the local airport.  He had just learned that his father, mother and pregnant sister had been in an automobile accident on the West Coast.  It was uncertain whether any of them would survive.  He wondered if Buechner could come down to the airport and wait with him before his departure.  Buechner's mother thought the idea of postponing their dinner was preposterous.  The man was old enough to take care of himself.  

Buechner says,   "For a moment I was horrified to find myself thinking that maybe she was right.  Then the next moment I saw more clearly than I ever have before that it is on just such outwardly trivial decisions as this -- should I go or should I stay -- that human souls are saved or lost.  
I also saw for what was maybe the first time in my life that we are called to love our neighbors not just for our neighbors' sake but for our own sake, and that when John wrote,  "He who does not love remains in death" he was stating a fact of nature as incontrovertible as gravity."  

Gravity.  The first chapter of the New Testament Letter to the Colossians says, "in Christ all things hold together."   Whatever the title “Christ” means, the author says, it is the glue of the universe.  In Christ we find that gravitational power that can bind us in surprising ways to just about anybody.

I remember a story told by William Haddad, an advisor of President John Kennedy.  He spoke of a visit he paid to Mrs. Kennedy just a month after the president's assassination.  
He said while they were visiting, little John John  almost 3 years old, came up and pulled on his pant leg and asked,  "Are you a daddy?"  Haddad confessed that he was.  John John spoke up and said, 
"Then will you please throw me up in the air."

Who are my mother and my brothers?  Who indeed.

There is a reputed saying of Jesus in what is known as the Coptic Gospel of Thomas.  I’d bet my life it comes from Jesus himself:
"Love your brother like your soul; guard your sister like the pupil of your eye."   

Listen to the following story from a now middle-aged woman named Mary.  I told this story to the church pastor search committee when they were interviewing me years ago.
In the summer of 1974 when I was 26 I moved from Colorado to Florida to live with my parents.  I was divorced and broke, with a five-year-old son. 

My parents reminded me that they were sacrificing their summer to help us.  Mother baby-sat while I worked.  Every day she washed my son’s mouth out with soap and enumerated his many crimes to me.

I had originally planned to stay a year, but after the first week I made a new plan.  I would return to Colorado as soon as I could save enough money to make the trip.  One night someone threw a brick through the rear window of my Honda.  My insurance company sent me to a Honda dealer 50 miles away to have it replaced.  There I talked to a salesman named Frankie – graying hair, stocky build, silk shirt with the top button undone to reveal a thick gold chain. 

I explained about my window and how I needed to get to Colorado.  Frankie motioned for me to follow him.  At the parts department the clerk told Frankie that it took three months to get a rear window from the factory in Japan.  “I want one tomorrow,” Frankie said.  

Two days later I dropped off my car to have the new window installed.  Frankie gave me a ride to work in his big white Cadillac with the license plate that read, FRANKIE.  He tapped the leather steering wheel with his diamond rings and talked fast.  I was nervous about his intentions until he told me his mother had recently come to live with him.  I told him about my divorce, my parents sacrifice, and my son getting his mouth washed out with soap.  Frankie shook his head.

That afternoon my car was ready as promised, except for a rubber seal the factory still needed to send. I was set to leave for Colorado in two weeks.  When I returned to the dealership for the seal, Frankie pointed to my front bumper.  “What’s this?” he asked.  I told him I’d rear ended a car at a stop sign.

He popped open the hood and showed me that the fan had hit the radiator, damaging it.  Driving from Miami to Colorado would cause the radiator to blow. I needed a new one.  

The long hot summer with my parents caught up with me and I burst into tears. 

 “I can’t afford a new radiator,” I cried.  “No,” he said, “But I can.”  He put his car key in my hand.  “See you tomorrow afternoon.  As I got into his Cadillac he yelled, “Don’t hit anything.”

“What does he want in return?” my parents asked at dinner that night.  “Nobody helps someone out like that unless they want something.”

The next day when I got to the dealership my car wasn’t quite ready; Frankie was having them give it a complete tune-up.  

While we waited he took me across the street for coffee.  HERE IT COMES, I thought.  My chest tightened.

“I got a girl like you,” Frankie said.  “She ran away right after her mother and I divorced ten years ago.  I hired detectives, drove all over the country looking for her.  I like to think somebody’s watching out for her.”

On the way back to my car Frankie slipped me a hundred dollar bill and his business card.  “You need help, you call me,” he said.  As I got behind the wheel he asked, “You didn’t hit anything with my Caddy, did you?”  I shook my head.  He smiled and squeezed my shoulder.  “Good girl.”
“Who are my mother and my brothers?”  Maybe you remember what Jesus said to his mother and one of his disciples looking down from his cross?  "Woman, behold your son . . . [Son] behold your mother"   (John 19:26-27).

We’re talking here about community in the big C sense of that word.  One of the Essential Tenets of our Presbyterian form of Christianity is that we are a “Covenant People. “
To say that we are a Covenant community of people is to say that we are NOT Baptists or Congregationalists who believe you just look around for a group of like minded people to join up with. 
You know, you just “church shop” until you find something that “fits.”  No, we suspend our natural disbelief and entertain the idea that God might be bigger than that.  
Perhaps God, in her infinite wisdom, might have choosen to include us in this little community so as to be part of a unique extended family with unique destiny and purpose; purposes which take all of our various talents and foibles together.
Maybe, in the end, we don't really choose our church, anymore than we choose our Aunt Jean or Uncle Ed. 
One more story before I close. This one is from the life of Scott Simon, host of Saturday morning’s Weekend Edition of NPR News.  At the age of 50, Scott and his wife adopted a little girl from China they named Elise.  

They had such a wonderful experience with her, they went back to China to adopt a sister for Elise when she was about 4. Everything was arranged.  They made the trip to China, taking little Elise with them. They went to the hotel where all the prospective adoptive parents were staying – all waiting for children to be delivered to their rooms from the orphanage.  

A knock finally comes on their door.  “This is it,” they say and a girl baby is brought into the room and laid on a waiting table.  But there is a problem.  This baby looks nothing like the picture of a girl baby they’ve been told they were waiting for, a baby they have already named Lina.  

So this baby is lying on a table and Scott and his wife Caroline consult the picture and both are wondering out loud, “what if this isn’t our baby.  What if this baby is meant for someone else.”  And they discuss what a problem this could mean for them and someone else who might be right down the hall.
They go round and around until little Elise who has been attending to this new baby the whole time, tugs on her father’s pant leg and says, “It    doesn’t   matter.”  

Scott Simon said, “that was the greatest moment of my life.” To have his little daughter remind him of what was absolutely true meant everything.”

Now, maybe it is because I am an adoptive father that this story resonates so much for me.  But as deep as blood ties are, the essential lesson in this life is this – that we are all brothers and sisters, and every child is, ultimately, our child.  

There’s a Moroccan folk saying.  Make a bed for the children of other people in the place where your own children bed down.
It’s a lesson Jesus knew and it’s the most essential lesson in life.

In his Letter to the Ephesians (1:17-18)  the author prays that the Christians at Ephesus be given a spirit of "revelation;" not so as to see into the future, but rather, "so that with the eyes of your hearts enlightened," he says, you might be able to truly see and value  one another, and thus come to appreciate both the inheritance of faith passed down to you, and the hope you are called to as people who belong to a God who is ever leading us farther into God's sacred truth.

A certain spiritual teacher once asked his disciples, "How can you tell when the night has ended and the day has begun?"


One said, "When you can see an animal in the distance and tell if it is a cow or a horse."


"No," said the teacher.  Very clever, but no.

A second disciple piped up saying, "When you see an evergreen tree in the distance and can tell whether it is a pine or a fir."


"No again," said the teacher.


"Well then, how can one tell," asked the disciples?


"It is when you can look into the face of any man and recognize in him the face of your brother, or when you can look into the face of any woman and see in her the face of your sister.  If you cannot do this, no matter what time it is by the sun, it is still night." 

Amen

