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Our sermons this Lent will follow the last week of Jesus’ life as described in Mark’s Gospel.  Today I get chapter 11 (less the triumphal entry), next week is chapter 12, and so on until we have the resurrection accounts for Easter morning found in Mark 16.  For us to consider the implications of these stories from Mark 11 we do well explore the context and subtext of the text.  Only after that might we stand a chance of understanding potential applications of the biblical stories.  So, we pick up the action on day two of the week Jesus will die.  

Jesus and the disciples had spent the night outside the city and were ambling back to the Temple district.  Jesus began the day in feisty fashion, dooming a poor fig tree which was unable to relieve his hunger.  I say, poor fig tree because on the surface the fig tree is simply behaving as any normal fig tree might.  It is the week of Passover, the sap is barely running, let alone ripe fruit, let alone edible buds.  It makes me ponder for what precisely Jesus was hungering??  Maybe Jesus actually hungered for food or maybe he was hungering and thirsting for righteousness (Matt 5.6).  “The fact that it is not the “time” for figs signals [to us] that this is symbolic action.”   There are connections between figs and the Temple which was the center of Jewish religious life, this chapter, and Jesus’ raucous antics.  

The use of a fig tree and reference to dried roots would have set off bells and whistles to anyone who knew their Hebrew scriptures.  “In the Hebrew Bible, the fig tree was a symbol of peace, security, and prosperity in Israel.  The fruitful fig tree was a metaphor for God’s blessings, while a withering tree symbolized judgment (see Jeremiah 8:13; Isaiah 28:3; Joel 1:7, 12).  Mark also seems to have had in mind Hosea’s judgment oracle:  “Because of the wickedness of their deeds, I will drive them out of my house…all their officials are rebels… and their root is dried up, they shall bear no fruit” (9:15ff).  Jesus’ curse, then, is a political parable [like Hosea directed at religious structures]:  The “officials” who profit from the “[Temple exploitation]” must be “driven out”.  “Fruitless,” the Temple state is not destined for restoration but will “dry up”…”    Gulp, this is getting a mite close to home; and the news gets worse for the religious institutions of the day and those who oversee them.

“Jesus goes on to urge [his disciples] to believe in a world liberated from the Temple-state (11:22-25).”  When Jesus said “if you say to this mountain” he was referring to the very specific mountain directly behind them—Mt. Zion on which the Temple sat.  Faith is here defined as the…imagination that insists on the possibility of a society freed from the powers, whether Roman militarism or the Judean aristocracy (11:24).
The “House of Prayer” now abandoned, Jesus concludes his homily by offering the community a new symbolic center.  It is not an institutional site but a moral one:  the practice of mutual forgiveness within the community (11:25).  This citation of the central petition of what Matthew and Luke know as the “Lord’s Prayer” represents Jesus’ final rejection of the Temple-based debt system.”
  The Temple is out; mutual forgiveness within a spiritual community will be the way forward.  If they trust this new model, Jesus promised his disciples the holy of holies will be among them and they will meet the living God.  It is a promise true for them, for the early church, and for us.   This lessons from Mark chapter 11 ask very challenging questions of any religious institution and particularly the church.


The mandate of spirit led communities has not altered through the centuries.  Religious institutions like RJC and churches have a responsibility to foster love of self, love of neighbour, love of God.  It is our responsibility to nurture connection with the Living Presence which can transform the pain in our lives and world.  It is our responsibility to tell stories of hope for inspiration sake, particularly gift of the Jesus story.  It is our responsibility to keep the forgiveness of which Jesus spoke central to our life together and our engagement in the wider community.  To do anything other than these is to risk dissolving into the sea just like the Temple of Mt. Zion.   The structures and forms by which we live into our calling necessarily change through the generations.
Last month I was able to attend sessions at Canadian Mennonite University which probed the very provocative claim of 2nd and 3rd Century church leader Tertullian that “Christians are made, not born”, and what that means in our time and place.  As hard as it is to believe, not everyone finds a 20 minute sermon on a Sunday morning engaging let alone my standard 15.  As hard as it is to believe, some people find it more spiritually edifying to spend time in nature on a Sunday morning than sit in a church.  As hard as it is to believe, the primary spiritual friendships some have are found outside of the church.   As hard as it is to believe, for many a visit with a counselor or a spiritual director or the book group offers greater spiritual benefit than a pastor or their local congregation at a fraction of the cost.  When I say this, I am trying to be descriptive and not pejorative; these things are happening.  With this context in mind the conference explored ways in which a variety of church and community settings could contribute to faith formation.
A story which has stuck with me comes from the approach one congregation has taken in engaging the various groups who utilize their space.  The congregation drew up a covenant of what it means to affiliate with that church.  The pastor or representatives of the Board then visited with the parents of the pre-school who walk through the doors of the church building five days a week but rarely, if ever, on a Sunday.  They were invited to consider joining in the congregational covenant.  Many of parents were grateful for a mechanism to show their gratitude for the congregation and their own sense of connection to the church.  It was clear they viewed the church as their church even though they were not there on Sundays.  The relationship to those parents was strengthened making future conversations more likely.  Maybe some of those parents and families started attending worship services or contributing to the budget, but that was not the point of the exercise.  It was about relationship.  I wonder how the participants of the Bereavement Group, the Alzheimers Support group, Forever in Motion, Cora Nova and others who use our space would react to something like this.   Mountains sometimes do move as new structures take shape.
Another story about Jesus people transforming institutions came to me while reading Jim Wallis’ most recent book, Christ in Crisis:  Why We Need to Reclaim Jesus.   The story emerges from a congregation near Memphis, TN who opened their doors to Muslims who asked to use their building for worship, a type of make shift mosque.  The Church Board agreed to open their space.  It unleashed a firestorm.  Xene-phobic and racist talk show hosts, more than a few who identify as Christian, went to work.  On a “pivotal Sunday morning, CNN aired a segment on this relationship between an evangelical Christian Church and a group of Muslims in Tennessee.  Here were two clergymen being interviewed together about the story of their meeting and how fellowship and friendship developed… The reverend and the imam told the story of how their communities had come together with still different faiths but had learned how to communicate and even minister together in the community”.  Several days later Wallis tracked down pastor Stone to thank him, and the pastor told him a story about a phone call.
“I got a phone call at two in the morning. ‘Is this the pastor?’ a voice said. ‘Yes, this is Steve Stone’, I replied.  Then the voice on the phone said, ‘We are a roomful of Muslim men, calling from Kashmir, Pakistan… and we saw the CNN segment.  We were all silent for a long time afterward.  Then one of us said, “I think God is speaking to us through that pastor.”  Another said, “How could we ever kill those people?”  I must tell you what happened with another one of us because he can’t speak English to tell you himself.  He went out to the small Christian church near our mosque and washed it clean with his Muslim hands.  Now we are all back together calling you.  Pastor, please tell your congregation that we don’t hate them, we love them.  And from now on we will protect that little Christian church near us because of what you did.”
  [pause] Mountains sometimes do move as the Great Spirit leads us in new directions.
One of the periodicals to which Patty and subscribe is the “Christian Science Monitor”.  I am not an adherent of this branch within Christianity, but I really appreciate the aim of their publication which is “to embrace the human family, shedding light with the conviction that understanding the world's problems and possibilities moves us towards solutions."
  In a February edition they had a great article about the prison industrial complex and the fate of wrongly accused persons.  Two men, Christopher Scott and Steven Phillips served a combined 37 years for crimes they did not commit.  While incarcerated both of them studied law.  They eventually were exonerated, found each other, together formed a non-profit called “House of Renewed Hope”, and “use the skills they learned behind the bars to help them investigate other potential wrongful convictions”.

Steven Phillips particularly testified to the role of faith in keeping his hopes alive.  Every day Phillips prayed, “asking God to help him show that he was innocent.  Years later his prayer changed.  If God wanted him exonerated, God was going to have to do it”, and one day things changed.  “Faith carried me all the way” he says, “until science took over”.
  Faith and science together is a very potent combination.

Why did the Monitor support the research and interviews of this story?  They felt like it was important to highlight a broken institution and people who are using their prison smarts not to rail against the justice system, but to fix it.
  I am also touched by the way in which falsely accused persons have allowed their wounds to be used for institutional reform, social healing and the restoration of individuals.  Is this not the story of the falsely accused Joseph in Egypt who becomes the one saving the country and his kinfolk from famine?  Is this not the story of falsely accused Jesus who becomes the one extending hope and peace to his disciples, Roman Centurions, Saul like pharisees, Gentiles, and even the likes of us?  [pause] Mountains sometimes do move as God leads us in new directions.

Many of us still feel like we are in prison:  to our studies, to our jobs, to our circumstances, to whatever.  The good news is that Jesus, for the sake of people, is tending to our broken institutions, systems and situations bringing hope.  From the ashes of the suffering we endure and the hard lessons we learn, Jesus invites us into compassionate engagement to others of our faith community, our friendship circles, the society before us.  In this Lenten season this is Good News.  Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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