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The Reverend Brian Lennstrom 
June 6, 2021 
Pentecost 2 Year B 
 

“Come Inside” 
 
Wow!  This passage from Mark has something for everyone! 
 
And by “something for everyone,” I mean something difficult.  Something challenging.  Maybe 
even something offensive. 
 
At the beginning of the passage Jesus’ family wants to corral him because they think he’s crazy.  
And at the end of the passage Jesus asks, “Who is my family,” and, looking to his listeners around 
him, says, “You are my family.”  For people who have a high view of family in general or Mary in 
particular, those are hard statements. 
 
In the middle of the passage Jesus starts talking about Satan.  If you believe there is a Satan, you 
might be made uncomfortable by this, because Satan is such a nasty, destructive character.  And 
you don’t believe there’s a Satan, you may find it archaic and superstitious. 
 
But it’s not just about Satan and definitely not about “evil” as an abstract, say the evil we saw in 
the shooter in Las Vegas in October, 2017, in which a man—apparently without motive—killed 60 
people and injured 867.  Evil in this passage is not a psychological or social force.  Clearly the 
scribes and Jesus are talking about spiritual kingdoms, that under the surface of human behavior a 
war is being waged between beings that want to destroy humanity and other beings that want to 
save humanity.   
 
It’s more like the shoot-out at the OK Corral than it is a study of people making bad choices. 
 
In the Gospels, this war is manifested, in part, in exorcisms of demons.  We’re only in the third 
chapter of Mark’s gospel and he has already referred to exorcism four times.   
 
Talk of spiritual kingdoms and exorcisms may make us uncomfortable. 
 
Then comes the bit about a blasphemy that God will not forgive.  That may make some of us 
nervous because, first of all, we don’t talk too much about sin in our tradition—the word “sin” 
itself seems kind of old-timey--and secondly, we certainly don’t want to think about a sin that God 
would not forgive.  Especially, as in this case, if we don’t know exactly what that sin is.  What 
exactly does Jesus mean by blasphemy against the Holy Spirit?  Sounds frightening. 
 
So what do we do with all this talk from Jesus, his “complicated” relationship with his family; his 
teaching about spiritual kingdoms; his words about the sin that cannot be forgiven? 
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One way is to ignore it.  You know, along the lines of “Yes, Jesus said these things… but Jesus says a 
lot of things.”  Maybe it’s better to focus on passages that are a little more positive.  Maybe let’s 
just go to coffee hour. 
 
Another way is to jump right to the end: “So, Mark—or so, Jesus—should we cancel all our family 
gatherings since they might be a diversion from faithfulness to you?  And go around looking for a 
red man with horns carrying a pitchfork?  And return to a faith that has a huge element of the 
anxiety of sin in it, where preachers motivate people to remain in the church based on fear of 
punishment?” 
 
And a third way is to say you believe it all but in the end what we can call “reasons” turn your mind 
and your behavior.  “I can’t think of my family as something that might keep me from God—I love 
them.  I have responsibility to them.”  “I can’t go around worrying about Satan because I was 
taught in school to think like a scientist, to see the world and test what I think about the world and 
to be suspicious of things I can’t see or I can’t test.   
 
And a sin that’s unforgiveable—that’s a tough pill to swallow because, after all, God is love. 
 
Reasons.  In the 16th century Luther called reason the “handmaid of the devil,” but when they 
asked the 20th century Swiss theologian what he thought about reason, he replied, “I use it.”   
 
Let’s use it. 
 
So what do we do with all this?  We have the words of Jesus, the teaching of Jesus, the example of 
Jesus on one side, and our modern sensibilities on the other.  We have the ideas of a 1st century 
Palestinian rabbi on the left, and modern ways of looking at the world on the right. 
 
We can reinterpret, of course, that when Jesus was talking about Satan and the unforgiveable sin 
that he knew better but he was just speaking in a way that his hearers 20 centuries ago could 
understand.  But that’s at least thin ice, because scripture is canon, and canon means “rule,” and 
it’s not a good idea to think you know more than the rule.  It’s like Jesus’ family who think they 
know more about his mental state than he does. 
 
We may naturally respond to this passage with skepticism.  But skepticism is a distraction.  
Skepticism is a distraction. 
 
Imagine you’re at a playground with your two young children.  Up walk your father-in-law and 
your mother-in-law.  “Oh, I’m glad you’re hear,” you say; “you can help me keep the lions away 
from the children.  Lions are so dangerous.”  And your father-in-law looks around, and your 
mother-in-law looks around, and they say, “There are no lions here.”  “That’s right!  See what a 
great job I’m doing!” 
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Distractions are like that.  What we are convinced is important, may not be as important as we 
think.  As C.S. Lewis said, “We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and 
ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud 
pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea.”1 
 
The cousin to distraction is busyness.  We like to be busy.  I like to be busy.  I can spend my whole 
day being busy.  But at Regent College I had a professor, James Houston, who said that, “What 
people call busyness, God calls slothfulness.” 
 
Strong words.  Jesus says, come inside the house and be busy for God. 
 
But busyness for God can have its downsides.  C.S. Lewis was a professor of English literature first 
at Oxford and then at Cambridge University.  My professor James Houston was a lecturer in 
geography at Oxford and knew C.S. Lewis.  Lewis was vocal about his beliefs in the university and 
in his writings.  He told Houston once about Oxford, “You don’t know how much they hate me 
here.”   
 
You will pay a price for being inside the house.  You will pay for the adventure with God.  You will 
pay a price for not being “busy” in the way that humans mean by “busy.”  Even if it’s a price you 
make yourself pay. 
 
We are people who know the value of skepticism, of testing, testing, testing, of doubting 
politicians, of doubting the press, of doubting one another to the point where the greater mask is 
not the one over our mouth but the one over our trust.  And so, it’s natural to bring a certain 
amount of skepticism to the Bible.  The Bible does, of course, reflect a world view that is 
thousands of years old. 
 
What to do with this passage?  Does it offend us?  Do we have the right to be offended? 
 
I did some digging into being offended in the Bible, and it turns out that this is quite a theme!  A 
prime example is in the sixth chapter of John, in which Jesus teaches the disciples—not just the 
Twelve, but a larger group—that unless they eat his flesh and drink his blood, they cannot have 
eternal life (Jn 6:53).  In a reaction similar to Jesus’ family in today’s passage, some of those who 
heard him think that Jesus has flipped out.  They begin to grumble.  They say, “this is a hard 
teaching.  Who can accept it?” (Jn 6:60).  And many walked away from Jesus and went back to 
their own busyness. 
 
Those disciples were skeptical.  And Jesus calls them on it.  “Does this offend you?” (Jn 6:61), he 
asks.  He asks not because he is worried about their emotional states.  Jesus does not ever say, 
“I’m sorry if I offended you.”  Jesus is living out a verse from Isaiah: “[The Lord Almighty] will be a 

 
1 The Weight of Glory and Other Addresses. 
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holy place; for both Israel and Judah he will be a stone that causes people to stumble and a rock 
that makes them fall” (Is 8:14). 
 
Not only does it not bother Jesus to be offensive in what he tells the disciples (and other folks)—he 
wants to be offensive.  He wants to know who will stumble over the rock he puts in front of them.  
As Simeon said in the Temple when Mary and Joseph presented the baby Jesus, “this child is 
destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel…” (Lk 2:34).  Destined to cause the falling 
of many.  In Galatians, Paul talks about the “offense of the cross” (Gal 5:11).  The rock that makes 
people stumble is referred to in Romans and in I Peter.  When, in Matthew, Peter chastises Jesus 
for predicting his death, Jesus reprimands him by saying, “You are a stumbling block to me…” (Mt 
16:23).  “The ministry of Jesus can have two results, life on the one side and death on the 
other”2—or, to go back to the passage in Mark—people on the inside and people on the outside.  
And Jesus forces the issue of inside versus outside by he himself being a stumbling block. 
 
He wants to know which people will stumble over the rock he puts in front of them.  Peter is a 
stumbling block to Jesus because Peter first stumbled over the rock that was Jesus. 
 
So the answer to the question, what do we do with this passage in Mark, with Jesus’ surprisingly 
negative comments about his family, with his old-timey talk about spiritual kingdoms, with 
exorcisms, with talk about blasphemy being unforgiveable—the problem of the passage is 
answered by the passage.  Our skepticism about God and the power of God is the modern 
stumbling block that Jesus has put in front of us.  There are those who will trip on that rock and 
these will stay outside the house.  His family, who are skeptical of his sanity.  The scribes, who are 
skeptical of his allegiance to God.  And in the passage in John, the disciples, who are skeptical of 
Jesus’ demands about eating his flesh and drinking his blood. 
 
The question, then, “Does this offend you?” is the same as, “Did you just stumble over that rock I 
put in front of you?” 
 
It may be time to put aside our skepticism.  As Jesus tells Thomas, “Reach out your hand and put it 
into my side.  Stop doubting and believe” (Jn 20:27).  And Thomas does believe. 
 
As Luther says, let love be your coach.  As ill-prepared as they were, spiritually, and as hard-
headed as they were, the disciples had left their families to follow this one whom the Jerusalem 
scribes considered a prince of demons and whom his own family thought was in need of an 
intervention.   
 
To be sure, the disciples had doubts, but used them judiciously.  The disciples became the Church 
by consciously minimizing distraction, by retreating from their own busyness, and by pushing 
themselves with love for their master. 

 
2 Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, VII: 345. 


