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Texts:  
1 Samuel 8:4-20 (11:14-15) • Psalm 138 • 2 Corinthians 4:13-65:1 • Mark 3:20-35

Even though the population of this country continues to increase, the statis-
tics regarding mental health in America have remained fairly consistent. For years 
now it has been estimated that one out of three Americans suffer from some form 
of mental or emotional disturbance or disorder. One out of three. One of the things 
this means is that if you look at the people seated on either side of you today and 
they seem to be doing okay . . .

I saw a bumper sticker the other day that said: “Sometimes I sit quietly and 
wonder why I am not in a mental asylum. Then I take a good look around at every-
one and realize . . .Maybe I already am.”

When you look at how our culture, as well as others, attempts to solve our 
most persistent problems — namely, with wars and violence, a reduction of resourc-
es to the places that need them most, and with drugs of all sorts, Albert Einstein’s 
definition of insanity seems true. He is the one who said, “Insanity is doing the 
same thing over and over again and expecting a different result.” 

Yet, in this homily my goal is to seduce you into venturing into the space that 
we might call “spiritual craziness.”

Before doing that, however, I want to mention two important introductory 
matters. The first has to do with biblical authenticity and the second has to do with 
stages or levels of emotional and spiritual development.

First, the Bible.
One of my seminary professors said, “Jesus told parables. The early church 

told parables about Jesus. It is important to be able to distinguish between the two.”
Modern biblical scholarship has been interested in doing precisely this, dis-

tinguishing between the Jesus of History and the Christ of Faith. By the way, the 
Jesus of History and the Christ of Faith are different. The way many have conflated 
Jesus and the Christ, to “Jesus Christ,” one might get the impression that Joseph and 
Mary Christ had a baby and named him Jesus.



Many criteria are used to determine what is likely close to the source, and 
this whole matter could constitute a semester-long course. However, for the sake of 
brevity and today’s homily, just one of the many criteria scholars use for determin-
ing what might be authentic is that of embarrassment. If there is something in the 
story that is just too embarrassing, it is likely close to the source.

Today’s Gospel falls into that category. It is just too embarrassing to have the 
founder of the faith, the savior of the world, to be thought crazy by his own family, 
especially his mother.

The second introductory matter has to do with levels of spiritual devel-
opment. We all know that humans develop over a period of time from infancy, 
through childhood and adolescence and on into adulthood. Only in the last few 
decades has attention been paid to the fact that people can progress through other 
levels of development. People have different levels of intelligence in different areas 
of their lives. I’m sure you know people who are intellectually brilliant but who have 
the relational skill of lint.

It is possible, indeed desirable, for us to grow in all levels — relational, emo-
tional, moral, and spiritual. Most of these theories say that there are eight stages we 
can move through. My spiritual teacher has ten stages in his developmental model.

What is important to know about developmental stages are these two things. 
First, we usually rate ourselves a little higher than we actually are, just like most 
people rate themselves as above average drivers. And, second, anyone who is a cou-
ple of levels above us looks nuts and anyone a level or two below us looks stupid.

Jesus, having fully understood his identity in God and who saw the presence 
of the Sacred everywhere and in everyone, was thought by most people, especially 
those in power, to be out of his mind, deranged, nuts, and wacko. And he calls us to 
follow him.

What does it mean to follow Jesus?
The latest Pew Research poll — these are the folks who study religion in 

American life — reveals that seven out of ten adults in America, when asked what 
religion they are, say that they are Christian. Seventy percent! 
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What does that mean? 
That 70 percent go to church? Read their Bible daily? Love their neighbor? 
Hardly.
One of the huge criticisms that can be leveled against Christianity, especially 

in the West, is that it has made what matters most believing something about Jesus. 
Jesus himself didn’t ask for that. He said, “Follow me.” Not, “Believe in me.” 

So, what does that mean?
If I were to believe in the God Jesus talked about and prayed to, in what sort 

of God would I believe? 
If I had the trust in this God as Jesus had, how would that affect my life? 
What was it about this man that caused some who came in contact with him 

to say that through him they had come to know God in a more authentic way and, 
after his death and resurrection, caused a transformation of their lives into joy and 
love and fearless living?

The norms of our culture are, for the most part, nuts. Our society is stuck at a 
narcissistic and adolescent level. Further, we are addicted to violence and destruction.

To people in denial about this, Jesus said and says, “Wake up! You have eyes 
but you don’t see. You have ears but you don’t hear.”

What was it that people saw and heard when they opened their eyes and ears 
that caused them to experience transformation? 

Some heard and thought he was crazy. Some heard his message as a cause for 
celebration, and some heard it as a weird threat to everything they held dear.

I want to dare to summarize the teaching of Jesus into four simple state-
ments. We will likely have to lose our current mind-set to embrace them fully.

First, he offers his disturbing and upsetting peace. What I mean by that com-
bination of words is that though the peace Jesus offers is that of assurance, it is also 
a peace that assaults and seeks to put to flight all the elements that counter peace in 
our lives.

What are the things in our lives, in our country, in our world, in our hearts 
that are counter to peace? 
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War, hostility, fearfulness, anxiety, restlessness, greed alienation, judgement, 
speed. Peace.

Another message that Jesus gave to those who followed him, and this mes-
sage both transformed them and their world, was: “I am sending you to do what I 
have done.”

The coming of Jesus into our world is not just a nice present from God to get 
us off the devil’s hook, so to speak. It is a mission. Those first followers were ener-
gized and vitalized. They had resolve and courage that the world should know an 
alternate way of being and doing. Our task is to be involved in turning the world 
right side up.

Here is a confession I’ll make and, if you are honest, you can make it as well. 
I hear the teachings of Jesus and then seek to put them into my already existing 
story. I do not want to be inconvenienced or troubled. I’ve worked pretty hard to get 
where I am, and I don’t want someone coming in to tell me I have to experience too 
much difficulty in following Jesus. I am safe, well-fed, affluent by any standard, and 
usually complacent. All of that, of course, is countered by the teaching of Jesus that 
says, “Go do as I have done.”

I don’t know what this means for you. I do know that if you call yourself a 
follower of Jesus, you are sent. If we want the peace Jesus talks about, we must ac-
cept the sending.

The next thing that comes to us from Jesus is about the weirdest sounding 
thing imaginable. To we respectable folks who want to keep our dignity in tact and 
stay in control, it sounds like some “holy-roller” nonsense. But, it empowered those 
early disciples of his. They clearly heard him say, “Receive the Holy Spirit.”

Taken at its simplest level, this teaching refers to the intrusive, invasive, ener-
gizing power from Sacred Mystery that comes like the wind to blow us beyond our-
selves and get us to take actions and dare dreams and run risks that are well beyond 
us.

This “gift of the Holy Spirit,” as it is referred to, is a good thing because our 
knee-jerk reaction to the being sent business is more often than not something like, 
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“I cannot go!” Or, “I will not go!” Or, “I don’t have the strength or knowledge or re-
sources or whatever our excuse is to go.”

And, it’s true. On our own, given our own resources of mind and spirit, we 
aren’t going anywhere that matters. The church has never gone anywhere important 
under its own steam. Look at how, over the years, we have dealt with people we con-
sider different from us or who do not follow our rules.

The one other crazy-sounding, crazy-making message from Jesus — meaning 
that it goes against nearly everything our culture teaches us — is that of forgiveness. 
The majority of Jesus words and deeds have to do with pronouncing people forgiv-
en. Then, he turned to us and said, “If you forgive someone’s sin, they are gone for 
good. If you don’t forgive sins, what are you going to do with them?”

I think forgiveness is something we crave and fear at the same time.
What does it mean to forgive? 
Every single time Jesus offered forgiveness, he connected it with setting 

people free from the oppressive rules that denied them justice. To forgive is to break 
the vicious cycles of bondage and death by fresh acts of utter undeserved generosity. 
Forgiveness is not casual hugs and pats on the back or the continuation of the un-
fair hierarchal system in which we live. Without forgiveness we keep inviting death 
and destruction to be our future.

The curse of the absence of forgiveness leads to abuse and dehumanization, 
to despair and brutality. It makes some rich and powerful, while others are exploit-
ed and end finally in crime and poverty. Families play the same game of not forgiv-
ing, generation after generation. Families end in abuse, and communities in hostil-
ity. Nations play the game of not forgiving, and it leads to repression and inequality 
and war and terror. I’ve even see a lack of forgiveness sour a church for generations. 
A lack of forgiveness leads to death, both for the victim and for the perpetrator.

The good news — that is what they called the Jesus story, you know, good 
news — the good news is not just that God forgives but that God has called us to 
have as our single business in the world the forgiveness of sins, the cancellation of 
debts, the breaking of the power of fear and hate and death in order to begin again.
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This is what he said:
Peace — a new shape of life;
I send you — you can’t just sit around;
You will have power — to go beyond yourself;
to forgive — to break the cycles of death and give life a new chance.
I know, I know. It’s nuts. Some thought so then. Some do now.
A fact is, however, that those who heard and accepted these teachings then 

became a new people and a new force in the world. My fearful conviction is that 
when we hear these words, we will never be the same. Not ever. Because Sacred 
Mystery has taken over the shape of our lives. We can never undo that. For good or 
ill we have to live with what he says to us.

For God’s sake, lose your mind.
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