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            The first time I read the gospel of Mark seriously, I was shocked.  By that point in my life, early though it was, my understanding of Christianity consisted of beliefs that had hardened into inflexible convictions.  I was right—my church told me—and anyone who disagreed with me was wrong, no doubt about it!  My church had no tolerance for doubt.  At the center of my beliefs stood the imperative to share the gospel, to tell others of my faith and to invite them to embrace that faith.  Much of my early guilt had its source in my lack of passion for telling everyone I met about Jesus.  You can imagine, then, the shock to my beliefs and the grasping spirit with which I held them when, while reading the gospel of Mark attentively, I discovered narrative after narrative in which Jesus told people not to tell anybody else about him.  What kind of gospel is this, I wondered. 
Across the years I have come to favor the gospel of Mark above all of the other gospels.  It is the earliest of the gospels, likely written only a few decades after the end of Jesus’ ministry.  Thus, Mark is a gospel informed by the sermons of the disciple named Peter and by memories of Jesus recounted by scores of other people who had heard his lessons and sermons and observed his work.  Mark is a gospel for people on the move.  It begins in the middle of everything and concludes the same way.  There is little interest here in long explanations of anything and appreciative recognition of people’s lack of understanding of what really was happening in Jesus’ life and ministry.  Repeatedly Mark points out a high level of misunderstanding even among the twelve people who spent the most time with Jesus.
            Woven into the very fabric of the text of Mark is what many students of the scriptures have come to call “the messianic secret.”  To an astonishing extent in Mark’s text, every time someone recognizes Jesus as the divine Son of Man,—as the Messiah—Jesus tells that person to be quiet.  In the text for today, after Jesus has healed a leper, he tells the man, “See that you say nothing to anyone.”  Don’t miss Mark’s note at this point.  He tells us that the healed man did not obey Jesus and for that reason, Jesus had to stay out in the country with people coming to him when he wanted to engage people in the cities where they lived.
            This text is representative of an incredible number of mandates for silence issued by Jesus to individuals who knew him most intimately.  Jesus admonished demons to stay quiet about his identity.  Mark wrote of Jesus, “He would not permit the demons to speak, because they knew him” (1:34).  Jesus followed his miracles with mandates for silence about what had happened (7:36, 8:26).  At Caesarea Philippi, after Peter made the earth-shaking confession, “You are the Christ (the Messiah)!” Mark tells us that Jesus “sternly” ordered Peter “not to tell anybody about him” (8:30).
            Interestingly, because this scriptural reality does not square with some people’s personal theology, many individuals write off “the messianic secret” as merely a literary motif.  I am always astounded at the intentional gaps and blind spots embraced by biblical literalists!  But, God forbid that the Bible should ever cause any of us to change our minds about something important to us!  Mark’s texts speak for themselves.
            What was going on with Jesus? And, why or how does that have any relevance for us now?  Why was Jesus so insistent that people not talk about his identity and ministry?  Of course, that latter question only can be answered by informed speculation.
            We could just consider Jesus’ whole emphasis on secrecy a matter of mystery and be done with it.  No explanations are attempted. I fear, though, that such a response would stem less from a reverence for mystery than from a spiritual mindset that tends to be lazy!  Plausible explanations for Jesus’ insistence on silence merit consideration.
            Perhaps Jesus’ prohibition against sharing the gospel was rooted in a deep-seated concern about misunderstanding.  It is worth remembering that individual interpretations of the gospel must never be confused with the divine revelation of the gospel—what we say about the gospel is never as important as what the gospel says about us.  Surely, Jesus must have feared that people would use their relationship with him for their own purposes and politics.  This was a major potential problem for Matthew who believed in cooperating with the government whatever its character in contrast with a Zealot or a Jewish nationalist, possibly like Peter, who preferred death to living under an occupation government.  Jesus had good reason for such a concern.  How would others ever know his true identity as long as his followers were identifying him in nuanced ways that advanced their personal interests rather than accurately presenting him and his priorities?  Too much was at stake to risk a basic misunderstanding of his identity and ministry.  “Let me speak for myself,” Jesus may have been saying.  We know he said to some people, “Don’t tell anyone about me.”
            Then, too, the messianic secret may have had its source in the urgency characteristic of Jesus’ ministry.  There was so much to do and so little time in which to do it.  The clock of crisis was clicking from the time that he launched his public ministry reading from the scroll of Isaiah in the synagogue in Nazareth.  Almost immediately, arch-enemies of each other began to come together to work on getting rid of Jesus.  Watching what was happening, Jesus must have wondered to himself, With the growing crowds, where will I ever find a place to speak quietly with my disciples about my message?  Will the mounting controversy around me bring an end to my ministry before I am ready?  As we all know, multitudes quickly can become unruly mobs and, understandably, civil authorities don’t like mobs or unruliness.  The text for today seems to suggest that this concern was present when Jesus told the leper whom he had healed not to share the gospel. The healed man’s sharing of the gospel closed the doors of the cities to Jesus.
            The goodness of people’s motives was not the issue.  What if an enthusiasm for faith spawned a disobedience to Jesus’ command for silence that resulted in premature death for Jesus?  Trying to be an enthusiastic spokesperson and tell everybody about Jesus, a man could contribute to a situation that would put an end to Jesus.
            Well, what was the issue here?  What, if any, is the relevance of this insistence on silence from Jesus’ life applicable to our lives?
            Resident in Jesus’ commission to silence is a strong challenge to all who think they know more about how to serve God than anybody else, including God.  Many evangelical Christians in the United States are so convinced of their spiritual correctness and of the urgency for others to see what they see, know what they know, and do what they do that they are willing to disdain law, disrespect civil rights, and risk the loss of religious freedom to impose on everybody else their version of the gospel.  “Nobody can tell us to be quiet,” I hear them say, wondering if that includes God.  “We will pray where we want, evangelize where we will, and post the holy scriptures as public documents anywhere we please.”  Look, my dear friends, brashness is not to be confused with holiness.  Stubborn arrogance, lawlessness, and obnoxiousness are not traits of the discipleship informed by Jesus!  
            I remember well the awe and admiration with which I watched friends of mine smuggle Bibles into the former Soviet Union and practice “stealth evangelism” behind the Iron Curtain.  I see the matter differently today.  What if illegal actions on the part of Christians visiting another land result in greater persecution for Christians there in the present and delay, maybe for a half century more, the time when Christianity can be recognized and practiced openly in that country?  What if evangelical Christians in the United States successfully change the Constitution to do away with religious freedom as we have known it and the day comes when evangelical Christians are a minority like we Baptists were when the nation began, and the majority determines who can and who cannot practice religion here?  An immediate word or act may not always be the wisest and best word or act for the cause of faith.
            Some time, some where, we lost touch with the kind of sensitivity and humility present in Jesus as portrayed by Mark—sensitivity and humility that can advance the gospel even more than our strident evangelism, our arrogant and aggressive attempts to push faith down other people’s throats, and our unwillingness to distinguish between the value of quiet cooperation and a loud march toward imperialism.  Perhaps we are seeing once again today the spirit and the well-intentioned, though short-sighted, enthusiasm for Jesus that Jesus himself feared—a situation that results in masses of people turning away from Christianity not because of the teachings and invitation of Jesus but because of the words and tactics of followers of Jesus.
            Hear me carefully, please.  In no sense am I suggesting that the gospel is not for sharing.  If I believed that, I would not be in the Christian ministry.  With this sermon I am not launching a campaign to remove from our hymnody pieces like Go Tell It on the Mountain or the old gospel song We’ve a Story to Tell to the Nations.  But, I am pleading for attentiveness to the words and spirit of the Jesus whom we meet in the gospel of Mark.  There is a time for sharing the gospel and a time to be quiet, a time for talking as an act of witness and a time for listening for the same reason, a time for heightened enthusiasm about faith and a time for calm, reasoned wisdom.  One is not more important than the other, but each has its own place and time in the total sweep of obeying Jesus and sharing the gospel.
            Reading Mark reminds us that responding to the call of Jesus inevitably takes us beyond our personal assumptions about religion, faith, and Christianity.  Disobedience to Jesus in the name of enthusiastic commitment to Jesus is still disobedience—a sin that once again can hasten adversity and even defeat for all that Jesus came to do with urgency and to establish through love.  
            You know, if we cannot keep the sublime truth about Jesus as a secret—when love, hope, and faith are best served by silence—perhaps God cannot and should not trust us with any truth at all!  I wonder.  
Amen.
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, we have been looking for you this week.  We wanted to sense the nearness of your presence.  We felt moved to show our love for you. We had resolved to serve you.  But, honestly, we are not sure that we even encountered you this week. Did you not know that we needed a visit from you—longing for a bit of comfort, a word of encouragement, a sense of the sacred amid so much that seemed so common.  May we ask, “Where you have been and what you have been doing?”
As for us, we met a student who was in trouble with her grades, petrified that she might lose her scholarship.  Then, in front of the Senate buildings in Washington, there were all those people from the Gulf Coast who having lost their houses, jobs, and families were asking if anyone cared and, if they did, could they offer a little help.  A man on the street asked for fifty-cents to buy a cup of coffee at McDonalds.  Some friends got on our nerves not noticing that we were terribly busy and asking us for attention.  A child nagged at us only wanting a glance from us and a smile.  A worker complained of a back-ache though we suspected he just didn’t want to work that day.
Now, in worship today, as we try to put all of that behind us and begin looking for you again, all of those people come rushing before our eyes and we hear you saying that you came to us through them, the ones that wanted something from us and bothered us.  We just wanted to serve you and to love you.  How could we know that you came through people in need—that we could have been served by you as we served you through them?  Or, dear God, is it always that way?  Forgive us, God, if we missed you and touch us—touch us with your forgiveness—and hold us—hold us with your love.  Amen.
 
 
