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"Proclaiming the Message"
1 Corinthians 9:16-23 & Mark 1:29-39

We see them in the night sky over Maui.  They are by definition luminous or self-luminous heavenly bodies seen as points of light that we call stars.


There are other stars that we see that are of a more earthly variety.  They come to visit our island.  Some have homes not far from us.  On occasion they have worshiped with us.


They are persons who excel brilliantly, especially in sports, on stage or television, and in the movies.  We are taken by their performances and so for us they become luminous like the stars.  Often we become enamored by their fame and popularity.


It may seem sacrilegious for us to say that when Jesus began his ministry he quickly gained the status of a star.  It would be difficult for us not to acknowledge that his fame and popularity grew over a very short period of time.


Today is the fifth Sunday after Epiphany.  In many of our churches Epiphany is marked by commemoration of the baptism of Jesus on January 6th of each year.  On that day we commemorate not only his baptism but we also commemorate the revelation of Jesus as the Christ, as the one anointed by God to become the Savior of the world. 

Our reading from The Gospel According to Mark offers us an understanding of who Jesus was and what he was doing – teaching, preaching and healing.  However our reading this morning offers us a theme that seems to run counter to our understanding of Epiphany.  

For Mark, Epiphany is not only a time of revelation or manifestation.  It is also a time of secrecy or concealment.  It is a theme that began in our reading from Mark last Sunday when Jesus rebuked a demon who identified him as the Holy One of God.  Jesus ordered the demon to "Be silent!" and he ordered the demon to be expelled (Mark 1:25).


As Jesus continues to insist that other demons be silent, the disciples and those who follow him grow increasingly curious and confused.  After all as Mark points out Jesus’ fame began to spread throughout the surrounding area of Galilee (Mark 1:28).   Those in the city gathered around him wherever he went (Mark 1:33).  Everyone was searching for him (Mark 1:37).  He could no longer go into a town openly.  He stayed out in the country and still people came to him from everywhere (Mark 1:45).

Why would Jesus insist that the demons – and the disciples – keep secret and concealed the miracles of healing he was able to perform?  He was aware that the disciples thought nothing of "hunting" for him – literally "chasing him down."  They noticed what was happening and so they said to him, "We have big crowds waiting.  They have come to see you.”

But Jesus knew that he was not only going about the countryside healing many, he knew that he was also to be about teaching and preaching.  "Let us go . . . " he said, "so that I may proclaim the message."   The kingdom of God has come near.

There is a more significant question to be asked:  How was Jesus able to continue to minister to as many people as he did and yet not be seduced by his growing fame and popularity?  


Mark gives us several clues.  Our reading from Mark includes four episodes.  The first story is the healing of Simon's mother-in-law (Mark 1:29-31); the second concerns healings and exorcisms at sundown (Mark 1:32-34); the third deals with Jesus praying alone in the early morning (Mark 1:35-38); and the last is a summary about his preaching and healing throughout Galilee (Mark 1:39).

Mark's arrangement of the episodes include scenes of Jesus' ministry to the crowds followed by scenes of Jesus being alone.  The episodes are both very public and very private.  It is this contrast that makes clear that in order for Jesus to serve others through his preaching, teaching, and healing he also needed time alone for spiritual as well as physical recovery.  

Jesus spends time alone in prayer (Mark 1:35).  It is through his time alone that Jesus becomes clear that he is to minister to those who have not heard the proclamation of the good news.  So rather than remaining with those who have been drawn to him because of his fame and popularity, he presses on.

Many of the stories from The Gospel According to Mark are stories in which we are told that many, many people were "searching" for Jesus.  The early disciples were correct in one regard – that there were crowds drawn to his fame and popularity, but that is all they saw or wanted to see.  What they did not see or understand was that there were seekers who were intent (Mark 3:32; 8:11) on distracting Jesus and on opposing him (Mark 11:18; 12:12; 14:1, 11, 55).  

What does this say of our own ministries today?  If we are to be his servants in the service of others; if we are to proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God; if we are called to teach, to preach, and to heal; if we are like the Apostle Paul "to become all things to all people" (1 Corinthians 9:22); if we are to welcome all, love all, and accept all into our ÿohana, what are we to say of ourselves?


It occurred to me that if I were to look at myself I would have to confess that I am not very good at taking time to be alone, to go to a quiet place to meditate and pray.  I could make excuses and tell you that I've tried.  


There were those who insisted that it was important to get up every morning to read the Bible and to pray.  The more I was told to do that as a child, the more I resisted.  But I tried and the more I tried, the more it felt like a task, the more it felt like a mechanical exercise.  


So one day while I was a student in seminary I confided in my roommate Toshi.  He was from Japan.  Having been born and raised in a culture and tradition that valued meditation, I sought his help in an effort to develop a discipline for my own prayer life.  


I realized very quickly that I tend to be a person with a very busy mind.  It was difficult to still my mind; to stop of all chatter that goes on in our minds every waking moment and even in our sleep.  


Over the years I've wondered if my inability to go to a "deserted" place to pray was simply a lack of discipline.  It's not like I didn't try.  Then it occurred to me that it was not about where Jesus went to be alone or how he prayed, it was about being alone and praying.


Late last night I found myself driving along the upper highway from ÿUlupalakua Ranch to Kula Highway and back down to Wailuku.  I looked across the isthmus and could see Maÿalaea off in the distance on one side and Kahakuloa on the other.  It was a spectacular sight to see and a reminder of how our perspective of Maui's physical beauty can change depending on where we may be.


I was alone in my car.  I felt a quiet calm and knew that after a long and busy week filled with too much to do and too much to think about that there was only one thing I could do.  I drove to the Maui Memorial Medical Center to see Amanda and Matt.


It was there that I saw their newborn daughter, Claire, in the incubator covered with light.  It was there that I could see how their joy overflowing.  It was there that I was able to hold Claire and watch in amazement as she twitched and stretched.


I arrived at the medical center tired and ragged around the edges.  I left grateful for the way in which God renewed my soul and spirit through a quiet and gentle moment.

God calls each of us as individuals and as the church to a life of faith and faithfulness.  We are not called as individuals or a community to a life of fame and popularity.  Whatever our differences may be we share a common belief that Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of the Living God, and in this season of Epiphany - the Light of the World.

Such a commitment will require that we spend time alone, that we spend time in "deserted" places, that we spend time in prayer.  It will be through such times and moments that we will be strengthened and renewed.  It will be through such times and moments that we will find the courage and resolve to proclaim the message of God's steadfast love to all whom we meet – to Amanda, Matt, and Claire and to others - from generation to generation.  Amen.
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