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A Homily by        “all one family – all one clan”
The Reverend Jo Popham               Second Sunday after Pentecost

June 10, 2012
Mark 3:20-35

What was Jesus’s attitude towards family? What was Jesus’s relationship with his

disciples? Let us place these questions in the context of the 1st century, in the framework

of the mass peasant movement launched by Jesus. The Jesus movement was a powerfully

sweeping one that did not fit well into the Roman model of peaceful coexistence. Well,

he had been driving out demons and evil spirits and curing diseases that were thought to

be psychiatric in nature. People had swarmed to him. The crowds were so persistent that

he and his followers could not even eat. The scribes who had also followed him said that

Jesus himself had a demon; they said that he had gone out of his mind. (Now remember

that the Romans allowed the Jews to practice their religion, to coexist in their society, as

long as the scribes kept their gatherings peaceful. Casting our demons caused quite a stir

and threatened the delicate balance between the Jews and the Romans.)

After being accused of healing by the power of demons – of having an unclean spirit

himself – Jesus turned his back on the scribes and went home. He was rightly angered.

And naturally his birth family came to try to restrain him, to protect him, to keep him out

of harm’s way, and to bring him to his senses. Jesus was sitting with his followers when

he was told that his family was outside asking for him. And Jesus replied, “ ‘Who are my

mother and my brothers?’ And looking at those who sat around him, he said, ‘Here are

my mother and my brothers! Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and

mother.’ ” Was Jesus redefining the meaning of family?

But what constitutes family? Does family include only our blood relatives? What

appears to be anti-family rhetoric by Jesus transitioned to the acceptance of family in the

1st generation (during the time of the writing of Mark and Paul’s letters) and to an

enthusiastic acceptance of family and household structures in the 2nd generation (when

Luke and Acts, I Timothy and Tutus were written).
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Could it be that there was a shift in society itself that was reflected in the writing of

the time? Was religion really an independent system in the1st century? Was there a shift

towards a more integrated model within the lifetimes of the disciples?

My friends, I would not be so concerned about Jesus redefining family. The

acceptance of his work being empowered by the Holy Spirit was a powerful tool Jesus

used on a particular day in a chaotic situation where his sanity was being questioned. Of

course he reacted strongly. But there are many other examples of his support of the

family as an institution. He spoke of the duty of sons and daughters toward their elderly

parents (Mark 7:6-13) and of marriage (Mark 10:2-12), and he even proposed family

relationships as a model that his disciples should follow (Mark 3:31-35; 10:28-30). The

Gospels have also preserved the memory of disciples sent to announce the good news of

the kingdom to households (Mark 6:10; 10:5-7), and the reports that he and his disciples

were taken in by some families (Mark 11:11; 14:3; etc). This positive attitude towards

family structures also appears indirectly in the fact that he celebrated Passover with his

disciples. The Passover meal was basically a family celebration, and the fact that Jesus

celebrated it with his disciples indicates that the group understood itself according to the

model of family relationships.

Religion and family are closely related in our time. This has been the case for as long

as most of us can remember. Look around, my friends, look at your family. Sometimes,

we have four generations gathered together when we worship.

The metaphor of discipleship and membership in a faith community works, whether it

be our modern religious institutions or the early Jesus movement or even ancient eastern

religions because we all embrace followers as family. Marcus Borg has done an

interesting parallel of the saying of Jesus and the sayings of Buddha. Jesus looking at

those sitting around him said: “Here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever does the

will of God is my brother and sister and mother” (Mark 3:34-35). When speaking of

discipleship the Buddha is quoted as having said: “Just as the rivers, on reaching the great
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ocean, lose their former names and identities and are reckoned simply as the great ocean,

so do followers lose their former names and clans and become sons of Buddha’s clan.”

(Vinaya, Cullavagga, 9.1.4).

So here we are, gathered today to celebrate our Sunday School, those who teach and

those who learn. And all of the clans are represented – yet we are all one clan of

believers. We are one family, because we embrace the teachings of the Jesus.

May we continue to come together as family throughout the summer to do work

inspired by the Holy Spirit. And may this summer be a respite from the chaos of our

world for our Sunday School teachers as they to prepare to make more disciples, young

and old, when we gather to begin another Sunday School year in September.

Lord, may it be so.

Amen.


