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"Yes"
2 Corinthians 1:18-22 & Mark 2:1-12

The story is told of a Buddhist priest and a young girl who met one day.   The young girl often found her way to the village Temple to burn incense and to offer prayers.  On one particular day the priest noticed a troubled look on her face.

She said nothing.  He said nothing.  They simply acknowledged each other, bowing to each other as they passed by one another.  After burning an incense stick and offering her prayers, she went on her way.

As the days turned into months her belly started to grow.  At least that was the thought of the younger children who would come and go as she did.  But the adults knew better.  Their whispers also started to grow.

Late one autumn day the young girl’s parents were seen entering the Temple.  Their hurried steps crushed delicate maple leaves that had fallen to the ground.  It was hard not to notice the urgency of their steps as they floated above the cobbled pathway on their geta or wooden slippers. 


“It was you!” they bellowed at the priest.  “It was you who caused our daughter to be with child.”


The priest said nothing.  He listened.  He did not argue with them.  He did not attempt to say anything in his defense.  He listened.  They bellowed again.  He listened.


They did not pause to ask him any questions.  They did not pause to ask him what he had to say for himself.  


The more they bellowed, the more he listened.   He nodded, “Yes”, though it was uncertain if it was because he was admitting that he was the father of the unborn child or if it was because he was acknowledging their anger.


Eventually, they turned and walked away.

The maple trees, though bare and barren, were still full of life.  

But as the autumn and winter seasons gave way to spring the maple trees would come into full bloom.  It would be a season of new life, of new birth.


On a clear spring morning the priest heard the cry of an infant and as he looked across the pathway towards the gate that marked the entrance to the Temple, he saw the young girl making her way over the now familiar cobbled pathway.  Strapped to her back was her new born child.

Her parents were only a few steps behind.  As girl lit the obligatory stick of incense and offered her prayers, her parents approached the priest and said, “It is because of you that this has happened to our daughter.  Our daughter is still a child."

“ The baby," they said, "is your responsibility.”  The priest said nothing.  “We have no money to care of another child.”  The priest said nothing.  “We have no food to feed another child.”  


With that they lifted the infant from their daughter’s back, gave the boy to the priest and said, “You must take care of the baby.”  The priest said nothing.  


Instead he took the child in his arms and rocking back and forth, he nodded to baby, “Yes.”  A faint hum filled the air.  "Hmmm!"  And so he raised the child and the child grew in wisdom and the child grew in stature.


Many in the village noticed that as the child grew into a strong young man, his mother grew older and that her parents had grown weaker in health.  Aware that they needed help at home, they all returned to the Temple one day and demanded that the priest return the boy to them.

The priest listened.  He said nothing.  He nodded, “Yes.”  And with that they took the young man with them never acknowledging the years of care that the priest had provided, never ever knowing if he was really the father of their young daughter.


Each step along the way, each moment when accusations were made the priest nodded a "Yes."  When others murmured among themselves, when the priest saw a frightened young girl, when he felt the anger of her parents, when he held the fragile infant in his arms, and when he to bid farewell to him after holding him in his care for so many years - each time the priest nodded, “Yes.”

The story of the Buddhist priest and the young girl may seem would seem odd within the context of our time of Christian worship.  But our reading from The Second Letter of Paul to the Corinthians is about another "Yes" story.  It is one that presents Jesus Christ in a distinctive and unusual way – he is God's "Yes."  What prompts this unusual way of speaking about him is a controversy involving the behavior of the Apostle Paul  (Preaching through the Christian Year B, Craddock, Hayes, Holladay, & Tucker, Trinity Press International, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1993, page 107).

Paul is accused by his opponents as vacillating and acting according to "ordinary human standards" (2 Corinthians 1:17).  Some objected to the two faces Paul presented - strong in what he wrote, but weak in person (2 Corinthians 10:10).  Others perceived him to be someone who was unreliable, who could not be counted to do what he promised, who made plans and changed them, who said both yes and no, who spoke out of both sides of his mouth.


Unlike the Buddhist priest who listens and says nothing, Paul chooses to speak in his own defense.  He argues that whatever he may say is always grounded in the faithfulness of God (2 Corinthians 1:18).  For Paul it is God who establishes any of us in Christ and it is God who has anointed us, by putting a seal on us and giving us his Spirit in our hearts (2 Corinthians 1:21-22).

Paul argues that God's message and his word and conduct are unambiguous.  "What we tell you is not a mixture of "Yes and No" (2 Corinthians 1:19) because "all the promises of God have their Yes in him" (2 Corinthians 1:20).  

God has spoken and acted by giving "the Spirit in our hearts" as a pledge (Romans 8:23; Ephesians 1:14).  God has imprinted on us a divine seal that marks us decisively as belonging to Christ (Ephesians 1:13).  

It's understandable that Paul felt the need to speak in his own defense.  After all he had to contend with the realities of living as a Hellenized Jew living in a Roman world.  It's laudable that he felt compelled to speak, or in this case to write, in his own defense.  
 

The Apostle Paul wrote a lot of words in his letter.   It would seem that he felt the sting of accusations that were made against him and that he responded in part because of the anger he felt of being unjustly accused.  But he also responded because he felt compassion even for those who were most critical.

But the Buddhist priest did not write anything.  He did not say nothing.  He did not utter a word.  


When I first heard the story of the Buddhist priest and the young girl I thought, “What an idiot!  What a fool!   What a stupid priest!  The story makes no sense."  Why would he subject himself to such ridicule?  Why not speak out in his own defense?


But then it occurred to me that whatever anger he may have felt; whatever may have troubled him about the accusations that were made against him; whatever demands may have been made of his own life to care for the child; and whatever pain he may have felt after all the hukihuki – the back and forth, the push and pull – his response was always a simple, "Yes."  It was a yes to the compassion he felt for others – for the young girl, for her parents, for the child. 
 
The Apostle Paul reminds us that we may demonstrate our "Yes" to God's faithfulness to us in Jesus Christ, our "Yes" the Spirit in our hearts, and our "Yes" to God's compassion in words – whether written or spoken.  But the story of the Buddhist priest and the young girl reminds us that we may also demonstrate our "Yes" to God's faithfulness to us in Jesus Christ, our "Yes" the Spirit in our hearts, and our "Yes" to God's compassion not only in words, but in deed.  
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