Not Far From the Kingdom

Mark 12:28-34      

Deu. 6:4-9  

            When I was a child, my younger brother and I played a game. One person would leave the room. The other would hide a small object, like a match box car, in plain sight somewhere in the room. We usually did this in the living room, where there were lots of books, and furniture and doodads on the tables. The first person would come back, and be guided by the words “You are getting cold, colder, ice cold.” That meant that you were headed in the wrong direction. Then if you turned in the right direction, it was “You are getting warm, warmer, you are really hot.”  That meant you were right on top of it, and you just had to look carefully to find it.

            In the morning Scripture lesson, some people are getting cold, heading in the wrong direction. And one fellow is getting really warm.

The morning lesson from Mark comes from a section soon after Jesus arrives in Jerusalem. The sounds of the crowd’s “hosanna” are still echoing off the walls of the city. Jesus has made the headlines. Everybody knows that someone special has arrived.

            All the Sunday morning talk shows are vying for his attention: Face the Nation, The Today Show, Good Morning Jerusalem. The power groups want to check out this new guy; they have some questions. People of influence and prestige come to take the measure of this new folk hero. They want to see whether he is on their team or not. 

            So they come with their favorite trick questions. The Pharisees want to know if they should pay taxes to Caesar. They know that either way, Jesus will be in trouble. If he says “yes,” he is a sellout. If he says “no,” then the Roman authorities will be after him. Then the Sadducees come with their favorite trick question. A woman has seven husbands over her lifetime. Whose wife will she be in the next life? The Sadducees do not think there is another life – so the whole thing is a ruse. They are simply asking whether God can make a stone so big that God cannot lift it. They don’t care about an answer. They only want to ridicule the 6th grade education of this hayseed from Nazareth. 

            Welcome to the big city, Jesus. 

            I wonder how often we ask questions in a Bible study group or church setting just to turn the spotlight away from us. 

Why didn’t God do something about that earthquake in Haiti?  

I don’t know. Why don’t you do something?

            Why should I give my money to the One Great Hour of Sharing when I am not sure it will get to the right places? 

Good question. Why not find out where it goes and how they use it? 

            The Bible has too many contradictions in it. Why study such an old book? 

We don’t have to. We can be as ignorant of God’s word and God’s will as we choose to be. 

            In the Gospel of Mark, we read that many had questions but few wanted any real answers from Jesus.

            Then one more person steps up. All we know about him is his day job. He is a scribe. He is one who is paid to make copies of the holy books. And so he is likely one who knows a great deal about what is in those ancient scrolls. 

            “Master, which is the most important verse in the Bible? What is the most important thing that God asks of us?”  Is this a trick question or a real one? Hard to tell. 

            So Jesus gives him the best from the tradition of the rabbis.  “Love God with all you’ve got: with heart, and soul, and strength. Love your neighbor as yourself.” 

            We understand the God part of this answer, whether we do it or not. We understand that religion is supposed to center on God. But start to get uncomfortable when we have to identify who is a “neighbor.”
            One way to read the Bible is to see it as the story of God’s ever widening definition of “neighbor.” As the story progresses, the circle of who is included keeps getting larger and larger.

            In Genesis it is one family, Abraham and Sarah. Then it gets extended to their clan. God loves Abraham and Sarah, their children, and the wives of the children; blood relatives and marriage, our clan, our people. In Joshua we get up to 12 clans, 12 tribes that are included in God’s love. Then there comes a nation under King David. The people in this nation are our neighbors. By the time we get to Isaiah, the circle includes some other nations, the good ones; the ones who respect Israel and her allies and her God. By the time of Ezekiel, after the exile, God even cares about the Babylonians. Just read the book of Jonah. The circle of God’s love keeps getting larger. The definition of “neighbor” keeps getting broader.

            Then comes Jesus of Nazareth, who has the surprising reputation for eating with tax collectors and con artists, with loan sharks and zealots, Samaritans and strays of all kinds. It seems he will talk to most anyone in the street, and a few who are up in the trees, like Zacchaeus. When asked directly “who is my neighbor?” Jesus tells the story of a Samaritan, a half breed who is kind to a Jew in deep trouble. Jesus treats them all like family, like they matter. He acts like they are his neighbors. He even goes so far as to say “Love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you,” which he does with his dying breath.

            Ah, there comes the stumbling block. That is just going a little too far. God knows we have plenty of enemies these days. And all manner of militias and conspiracy groups are forming to make sure we all know who the enemy is. Hate language fills the airways as shock jocks and talk show hosts vie to see who can offend and stigmatize the most people. Bricks are thrown through windows, awful names are hurled like arrows. The language of hate seeks to shrink the circle to a few people who look just like me.

            Come on, Jesus. We want the circle to be a little smaller, a little more manageable. Hosanna. Save us. Let’s not worry so much about those other folk. Okay?

            Master, what is most important?  Love God and love your neighbor as yourself. 

The story says that the scribe is impressed with the answer. His was not a trick question, but the product of a searching heart. He is one who wants to honor God.

            “Well done, teacher” he says, “Right on. As far as I can tell, loving God and neighbor is a whole lot more important than all these religious rituals.” Wow, this guy is in the religion business. I mean, he makes his living keeping the attendance charts, and printing the pledge envelopes, and buying the doves to sell at the tables, and putting the title to the sermon up on the board out on the street. 

            But he knows something. He knows that religious busy work is not why we are here. 

            We are not here for busy work, or brownie points, or check marks in the plus column for when the roll is called up yonder. I know that the bulletin is full of things to do; and we hope people will indeed take part. 

            But our ultimate goal, our reason for being, our central purpose is to grow in our love of God and our acts of compassion and kindness toward other people. People Jesus calls “neighbor.”  If the things listed here help you do that, please join in. If they do not, let me know – and we will find some other way to be of help to you on your journey toward the kingdom. 

            The point of all this is not to be good members of some religious organization, but good followers of the Man from Nazareth. The point is not to grow in membership duties, but in our love of God and neighbors.

            Jesus looks at the scribe and says, “You are not far from the kingdom.” You are getting close. You are getting warm and getting warmer, so keep it up. 

            How far is the kingdom?

                        Not far when people begin to treat each other like children of God.

            How far is the kingdom?

                        Not far when people show compassion to the least, the last, the left out; when the unclean are made clean by our embrace; when the lame are made strong by helping hands; when the hungry are filled with good things.

            How far is the kingdom?

                        Not far when we begin to see the face of Jesus in the face of other people; when we begin to grow in our love of God so that it is not about religion any more, but it is about love, the love of God and of the people God made.

            Love God and love your neighbor, and you will find that the kingdom is right around the corner. 
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