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“Why Jesus is not like Safeway” 

Rev. Brian Lennstrom 
 
 
I am hopeful that the next time you are at Safeway, you will think of this sermon and its possible 
application in your life.  If you’re like me, the next visit you make to Safeway, you’ll say to yourself, 
“Now I know there was something I was supposed to remember the next time I came here.  Oh I 
know now.  Kitty litter.” 
 
Let’s imagine a shopping experience at Safeway.  It’s something we do on a regular basis.  Then 
we’ll launch into Mark’s gospel and today’s passage. 
 
Of course, in shopping, you don’t buy everything in the store.  You are choosy.  You’re in the 
clothes detergent aisle, and you think, “I don’t really need to buy detergent today; I probably have 
enough for a couple weeks.” 
 
Then you’re in the condiments aisle and you spot the Tabasco sauce.  “No, that’s not really me; it 
makes my mouth burn; some people seem to like it but it doesn’t really fit into my world.”  So you 
move on. 
 
Next is meat.  All right!  “I’ll take a pound of hamburger and a package of chicken breasts.”  After 
all, you didn’t claw your way to the top of the food chain to be a vegetarian. 
 
Finally, the produce department.  Hmm, those potatoes don’t look so good.  I’ll choose a couple 
sweet potatoes instead.  And strawberries.  Strawberries, strawberries, strawberries.  I just don’t 
like strawberries like I used to.  So no strawberries.  Maybe cherries for me. 
 
And you make your way through the rest of the store, and eventually you’re done. 
 
Now here we are, 250 words into the sermon, and you’re probably thinking, “How is he going to 
relate this back to Jesus, or to the gospel lesson, or anything?” 
 
So let’s start again, with the trip through Safeway as an allegory for the Christian life.  Like the 
detergent, there are things in our life that we may do regularly, but it’s today’s just not the right 
time.  Like attending church.  Or prayer. 
 
The tabasco sauce—that’s like the things in the Bible or in other Christian traditions that just don’t 
fit us.  Like icons.  Or speaking in tongues.  Or exorcisms.  Works for some people, though. 
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Some things we like regularly, like our shopper picking out the hamburger and the chicken breasts.  
We like our Christian friends.  We like the Men’s group.  We like how we take care of one another, 
and we do our part to take care of our congregation.  Or Centering prayer.  Maybe there’s a Bible 
study we like, or a devotional book. 
 
Then the produce section.  Like the potatoes, there are some parts of the Christian life that just 
don’t look all that appealing.  Maybe a little stale, a little past their prime, a little of something that 
our parents or grandparents might have liked but, honestly, isn’t all that appealing.  Like revival 
meetings. 
 
And like the strawberries, there are activities that we used to enjoy, but just don’t seem to fit us 
anymore.  Maybe it’s Evening Prayer services.  Or Men’s Group.  Or worship itself. 
 
It’s easy to find comparisons between Safeway and the Christian life, and between Safeway and 
Jesus.  “Jesus, I’m not sure I need your healing today; I feel a lot better than I did last week.  But I 
could use a pound of contentment, and a package of the peace that passes all understanding, and 
a little more justice in the world would really be welcome.” 
 
But Jesus is not like that.  There are a lot of words that we can use to describe Jesus: redeemer, 
prince of peace, almighty God, the great physician, Messiah, Son of Man, the liberator—just to 
name a few.  Each one highlights a little different aspect of who he is, and what he does for us. 
 
We might be tempted to see him like a giant Safeway.  I’ll have six ounces of the Prince of Peace, if 
you don’t mind. 
 
But Jesus is not like Safeway.  He is not a list.  He is not a combination of a thousand wonderful 
things.  He is not… complicated.  He is a whole, indivisible.  And his wholeness is characterized by 
one event.  One event.  His death. 
 
As the 20th century Swiss theologian Karl Barth put it: 
 

There is no second or third or any other aspect of his life which may be treated independently or set side by side 
with his death.  Neither the personality of Jesus, nor the ‘Christ idea,’ nor the Sermon on the Mount, nor his 
miracles of healing, nor his trust in God, nor his love of his brethren, nor his demand for repentance, nor his 
message of forgiveness, nor his attack on tradition, nor his call to poverty and discipleship; neither the implications 
of his gospel for social life or for the life of the individual, nor the eschatological or the immediate aspects of his 
teaching concerning the Kingdom of God—none of these things, exist in their own right.  Everything shines in the 
light of his death, and is illuminated by it.  No single passage in the Synoptic Gospels is intelligible apart from his 
death.1 

 
And this is especially true of the book of Mark. The gospel of Mark is literally a race to the 
cross.  And the disciples—they don’t get it.  Hardly anybody in the book of Mark gets that 

 
1 Karl Barth, The Epistle to the Romans, p.159. 
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everything shines in the light of the death of Jesus Christ.  They are picking and choosing 
the parts of Christ they want, like shoppers in a grocery store. 
 
Honestly, it’s not all that different from what the early church added to the end of the 
book of Mark.  At the end of the book of Mark, the three women at the tomb do not know 
what has happened to Jesus.  They have heard from the angel but it isn’t enough.  And the 
last words of the book are, “They said nothing to anyone, because they were afraid” (Mk 
16:8). 
 
The disciples didn’t get it, and the early church, uncomfortable with a book that finished 
with the image of three women trembling and bewildered, added not one but two 
additional endings that were cleaner.  More acceptable.  More believable.  They filled in 
the gaps in their knowledge of God by their own knowledge.  But it was not spiritual 
knowledge.  It came from themselves. 
 
We see that in today’s passage.  The woman who suffered from bleeding believes she will 
be healed if she touches the clothes of Jesus.  It is faith, but faith at a distance.  When she 
does touch him, Jesus feels that power has gone out from him, and he asks, “who touched 
my clothes?”  The disciples might have figured out that he didn’t mean an ordinary 
contacting of his person, but that something spiritual had happened.  That power is an 
indication of the whole, of his death.  But they don’t get it.  They say, “You see the crowd 
pressing in on you; how can you say, ‘Who touched me?’” 
 
The crowd at the house of Jairus tell Jesus that the problem is unfortunately over, that the 
opportunity has passed, that the daughter of Jairus is now dead, that no healing can take 
place; when they tell him this, he replies that she is only sleeping.  He knows that 
something spiritual can yet happen. 
 
But they don’t get it.  They see Jesus like a product at Safeway, in the “healing aisle” or the 
“miracle aisle,” and they don’t need Jesus the healer or miracle worker any more, because 
the girl is dead.  Time’s up!  So they laugh at him. 
 
It’s not a hearty laugh.  It’s a nervous laugh.  Jesus can’t heal the daughter because she is 
already dead.  And each person in the crowd now thinks, “he can’t heal me, and he can’t 
prevent me from dying either.”  It’s a nervous laugh.   
 
Isn’t it amazing the things we will do to forestall death?  We will do medical things.  We will 
do religious things.  We will keep busy.  As if we can out-do death.  Put death to sleep, as it 
were. 
 
But in the book of Mark, Jesus does nothing to forestall his death.  His death is always on 
his mind.  He knows that nothing he will do or say will exist in its own right, but will only 
exist and have meaning because of his death. 
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Everything shines in the light of his death, a death that was felt in the physical world and in 
the spiritual world. 
 
He heals the woman with the flow of blood to show his authority over disease, over 
depression, and over lifetimes spent far differently than you had imagined.  He shows his 
authority over the doctors, over the mystics, over everything we use to forestall death--
many of which actually do a pretty good job. 
 
And his authority exists because of his death.  
 
He heals the daughter of Jairus to show his power over death, and over the laughter we 
use to forget about our deaths.  He heals and he teaches and he dies and he is raised again 
to fill in gaps in our knowledge about God.  Big disgaps.  Embarrassing gaps.  Gaps where 
we say, “Jesus, what you do you mean, power?  It’s not power, it’s just people bumping 
into you.”  “Jesus, it’s funny, how you think the little girl is still alive.  Because your 
opportunity, dear Rabbi, has passed.”  But his power exists because of his death. 
 
So the next time you want healing, ask Jesus.  The next time you want social justice, ask 
Jesus.  The next time you want food for the poor, and love in the community, and 
forgiveness of sins, ask Jesus.  The next time you want to forestall your own death, ask 
Jesus.  But remember that everything good shines in the light of his death.  In his death he 
has conquered the world and its powers.  The physical world and the spiritual world.  So 
Jesus says to us, “…[I]n me you may have peace… [for] I have overcome the world” (Jn 
16:33). 


