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Seventh Sunday after Pentecost • July 8, 2018 
Ezekiel 2:1-5  •  Psalm 123  •  2 Corinthians 12:2-10  •  Mark 6:1-13 

 
I recently had a conversation with a congregant who was telling me about this trip he 

and his spouse take in the summer with their kids. And their kids are adults now, but for a 
week in the summer they manage to wrangle everyone under one roof. And as their kids 
arrive, they always remark how nice it is that their kids are grown up and everything. And 
how their relationships with their siblings are totally different than they were when they were 
kids. And how the family relates to one another differently now that they’re old enough to 
have some self-awareness. And then the last kid arrives and the whole family is reunited. But 
when that last kid pulls into the driveway, it’s like the laws of physics don’t apply anymore. 
It’s as if the family traveled back in time thirty years. Because suddenly all of the old family 
dynamics, the old roles, the old relationships all come back out. Psychologists call this 
“regression.” This person would probably call it “vacation.” But St. Mark would probably 
call it “The Nazareth Problem.” 

Sometimes people refer to Jesus’s hometown as the city of Nazareth. But calling 
Nazareth a city is a bit generous. In Jesus’s time, it only had about two thousand residents 
tops. But those two thousand people lived in very close quarters. So Nazareth was not 
exactly the kind of place where you could fly under the radar. If you were like Jesus and you 
grew up in Nazareth and lived there until you were thirty, you were a known quantity in 
town. And no matter how old and mature and serious and worldly you got, you would 
always be Mary and Joseph’s kid. So when Jesus got up in the synagogue that day, it was like 
he’d traveled back in time twenty years.  

And that seems to be exactly what the problem is. Because Jesus’s mission has been 
gaining momentum around the Sea of Galilee, but it comes to a screeching halt when he 
goes home. On the one hand, Jesus’s teaching in the synagogue is amazing. Insightful. 
Captivating. “Where did this man get all this?,” the people ask. “What is this wisdom that 
has been given to him? What deeds of power are being done by his hands?” And on the 
other hand, “Is not this the carpenter? Isn’t this Mary’s kid? And aren’t his brothers and 
sisters still around, too? What’s going on here?” And so Mark says that the people took 
offense at Jesus. The Greek word Mark uses for “offend” is skandalizō, which you almost 
don’t need to translate. But the gist is that the crowd both believes the message that Jesus is 
bringing but can’t get over the messenger. Familiarity breeds skepticism, and Jesus’s message 
isn’t accepted. They just can’t get over who he is. 

And somewhat oddly, Mark says that because the crowd was so scandalized by Jesus, 
he could do “no deed of power there, except that he laid his hands on a few sick people and 
cured them.” That’s a funny sentence. The “except” is doing a lot of the work in that 
sentence. Why does Mark treat these healings like an afterthought? Earlier this spring, we 
heard Mark’s story about the first time Jesus healed a man in the synagogue. And he went on 
and on about it. We even made a whole Sunday out of it. Special prayers and hymns about it. 
And now it’s thrown in as a kind of afterthought. “Oh, yea, by the way. Jesus healed some 
people.” Why does Mark do that?  
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One possibility is that the healings just weren’t that impressive. That seems unlikely. 
They were certainly impressive to the people who were healed. Another possibility is that 
Jesus had to rush through them on the way out. That also seems unlikely. Jesus doesn’t rush 
through healings. But perhaps Mark frames it this way because the experience of being 
rejected shifts the way we understand ourselves and the people around us. Because when 
we’re rejected, it almost never feels like a rejection of our beliefs or our actions. It feels like a 
rejection of our very selves as people. And rejection has a way of spoiling everything good 
that comes after it. It makes us wary of hospitality. It makes us suspicious of acceptance.  

Notice how after he describes these healings, Mark adds that Jesus “was amazed at 
[the people’s] unbelief.” We’ve moved past the rejection scene, and yet Mark is still talking 
about it. As if Jesus can’t stop thinking about what just happened. As if after these healings, 
even Jesus can’t seem to forget about that experience of being rejected. No matter how 
many people he heals or teaches, no matter how many people accept him, no matter how 
many things he does well, there’s still a little voice in the back of his mind thinking Maybe 
they’re right. Where did he get all this? Who does he think he is? 

Most of us have had that voice in the back of your head, too. For some of us, it’s 
right up front. But the question for us isn’t whether we’ll experience rejection in life. Even 
Jesus is rejected. It’s how we deal with rejection. Look at how Jesus responds to this 
experience of being rejected. Jesus responds by sending his disciples out in mission. As if to 
say, If people are scandalized by me, maybe you should go out. And as he sends them out, 
he gives them a real downer of a pep talk. When Jesus sends the disciples out in mission, he 
tells them that the same thing that happened to him in Nazareth is going to happen to them. 
That people aren’t always going to receive them with open arms. That people will be put off 
by them or think they’ve lost it or ask, “Where did they get all this?” That there are going to 
be times when life seems open and full of possibility, and there are going to be times when it 
seems like life is just constantly reminding you of your limitations as a person. 

But there’s a certain kind of grace, maybe even a certain kind of blessing, in realizing 
our limitations. Most of us don’t think of our limitations this way. We usually think of them 
as flaws. We try to be the perfect everything. The perfect child, the perfect parent, the 
perfect employee, the perfect boss, the perfect neighbor, the perfect citizen. And what 
happens? We mess up. We forget. We get angry. We project old relationships on top of new 
ones. We try to be the best version of ourselves that we can and we end up feeling like it’s 
never going to be good enough. Like we’re only letting other people down. Like we just can’t 
get it right. Ironically, it’s often when we recommit to making our lives better than we 
become most aware of our own limitations.  

So look at what Jesus tells his disciples. You, Jesus says, will do everything right. You 
will say the right things. You will listen intently. You will be gracious and grateful and 
pastoral and everything else. You will do all of that and they will not welcome you but will 
refuse to hear you. Your ministry, your witness, your life, has limits.   

And accepting those limits can be a kind of blessing. Because it means giving up our 
fruitless attempts to change people who don’t want to change. Or to lead people who don’t 
want to be led. Or to save people who don’t want to be saved.  
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That doesn’t mean it’s easy. Reinhold Niebuhr’s famous Serenity Prayer puts it this 
way: God, grant me the courage to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change 
the things I cannot accept, and the wisdom to know the difference between the two.  

Which of those three things is the hardest to learn? It’s the third one, the wisdom to 
know the difference between the two. Because the first two are about becoming better 
versions of ourselves. Becoming more patient. Becoming more devoted. But recognizing the 
difference between the things we can change and the things we can’t? That’s hard. Because 
realizing our limitations means giving up the idea that we can play God and remake people 
in our own image. 

What Jesus promises those disciples and all of us isn’t a life lived without limits. It’s a 
life lived without illusions. Illusions of our own grandeur. Illusions about other people. What 
Jesus promises us isn’t a life without limits. It’s the wisdom to know the difference between 
the things we can change and the things we can't.  

So what do you do when you can’t change other people? What do you do when 
you’ve done all you can and it still isn’t enough? Well, according to Jesus, “shake off the dust 
that is on your feet as a testimony against them.” Don’t take their offense, their hardness of 
heart, their skepticism, with you. Leave it behind on their doorstep. And don’t think that 
their own difficulties are actually a reflection of your character.  

And why should you shake the dust off your feet? Because you’ve got places to be. 
You’ve got other homes to get to, other lives to touch, other people to proclaim the good 
news to. And if you can’t carry the extra weight of a pair of sandals or a second tunic, then 
you definitely can’t carry the weight of other people’s problems and resentments around 
with you.  

This, of course, is far easier said than done. It’s easy to say that you should ignore 
their rejection or let it slide. But even Jesus found his rejection deeply dismaying. But there is 
new life on the other side of rejection. “Jesus,” Mark says, “Was able to do no deeds of 
power there except that he healed a few sick people.” It’s a funny sentence. The “except” is 
doing a lot of the work in that sentence. Because the “except” is doing the work of the 
gospel. And wherever there’s rejection, there’s always an “except” on the other side.  

Jesus was able to do no deeds of power there, except that he laid his hands on a few 
sick people and cured them. The disciples were able to do no needs of power there, except 
they anointed with oil many who were sick and cured them. And we are able to do no deeds 
of power, except that God keeps doing them through us. 

 
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 

 


