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The Seventh Sunday of Pentecost
July 19, 2009

“The Bramble Patches of Life”
By:  Jerri L. Kumm LP

May the light of your Word so shine through my words father, that those who hear might know you better.


I like working the Omaha World Herald cross word puzzle.  When working a cross word puzzle, have you ever gotten a five letter space for which the clue is, “confused, lost, addled”?   The answer they want is “at sea”.  And can you imagine how scary it would be to be in the middle of the ocean with no land in sight, no way to navigate and not even know which direction is north?  This would, for me, a land lover, be a most terrifying situation.  What should I do?  Is there any way I can help myself?  Will someone come along to rescue me before it is too late and I perish on the vast water which covers much of God’s earth?


At that point in life, when we find ourselves “at sea”, we need the compassion of a loving shepherd to direct us and to get us through a tough situation.  Our Gospel lesson today from Mark follows last week’s lesson where we had a look at Herod in relation to the death of John the Baptist and where Jesus sent his disciples out, two by two, to preach, heal, and teach.   Today’s lesson relates the return of the disciples.  They are anxious to tell Jesus all that has happened, much as children want to tell their parents all about what happened at 4-H camp or at VBS.  But Jesus can also see that they are tired following their journeys and he seeks to take them away from the hustle and bustle of the day and bring them to a place of quiet where they can relax and recuperate.  So he takes them across the lake.


But once there he is greeted by a whole crowd of people who are thirsty for his words and hungry for his wisdom about the Kingdom.  So Jesus takes pity on them, has compassion for them and settles in to teach them many things for he says they are like sheep without a shepherd. 

The people in the crowd in our lesson from Mark are lost – they are at sea – they have no shepherd to lead them from one grazing spot to another, to protect them from the evils of the world - to keep them on the right path.  And so they look to the “new prophet”, this new preacher who has such radical ideas about loving one another and forgiving one’s enemies.  Even though he is not the kind of Messiah they have been expecting, there is something about this guy that makes them enthralled with his message.  It is so different from anything they have heard from the religious leaders of the day.  This man doesn’t stress the Law so much as doing the right thing.  Strict adherence to the Law would not let him preach or heal on the Sabbath, yet he does.  


Striking back at one’s enemies has been the norm to this point, and yet this man – THIS man – teaches that one should forgive his enemies – not retaliate!  He says that judgment is not for them but for God.

          The analogy of Jesus the Shepherd appears over and over again in the Bible.   Psalm 23 for example says, “The Lord is my shepherd – I shall not want.”  The picture we develop from this beautiful Psalm is one of the Shepherd Jesus, being there with us always, guiding us from one grazing patch to another, protecting us from wolves – (the evils of the world) - with his staff and getting us out of one sticky situation or another over and over as we stray into the bramble patches. 
Life is full bramble patches where we can get caught up and held fast because we have strayed from the side of the Shepherd – it seems that the more we struggle to free ourselves, the tighter we are held.   Yet there are times when life simply throws us into a bramble patch through no fault of our own.  At a time like this, as with the crowd beside the lake, there is no source more powerful than the Shepherd Jesus, to free us from dangerous entanglement and set us once again upon the road to Redemption and Salvation.

Naturally, I suppose our minds go to those who are entangled with addiction, those who have broken man’s law, or who have intentionally harmed another.  Obviously these people have become caught by the bramble patch by straying too far from the person and teachings of Jesus Christ.  Yet, the Bible tells us, that no sin is too great to be forgiven, if we ask for forgiveness and turn from that sin and strive mightily to not repeat it.  
  At one time Baptism was used as a catchall for forgiveness.  People believed that baptism forgave only the sins that had been committed to that date – and not any in the future.  Therefore people lived horrible sinful lives and waited until just before they died to be baptized so that they could go into the next life “free” from all sin.  You can see why it was prudent to wait until the last minute just in case you might slip and commit a little sin or two after being baptized.  Still, I can’t help but wonder what happened if a person recovered from his or her illness!

Now, of course, Baptism is one’s initiation into the body of Christ, the Church and the beginning of Christian communion.  It is a time when we receive into our very souls the Holy Spirit, who then is with us always and helps us on our journey of life as we try and stay out of the bramble patches that will inevitably show up.


But what do we do when we are thrown into a bramble patch even though we’ve done nothing to deserve it?  What about when we lose a loved one, become ill, or have an accident.  We didn’t end up in the bramble patch because we strayed from Jesus!  So now what?


Well, now we look to the rest of our Lesson from Mark.  Beginning with verse 55 the author says, “they ran throughout the whole region;….they brought to him the sick lying on their mats….and they begged him to at least let the sick touch the hem of his cloak so they might be healed.”  Please note here that it does not say that Jesus “cured” all these people but it does say that “all who touched his cloak were made well.”

One of you parishioners told me that she appreciates when I gave you examples from my own life, so let me do that.  As many of you know, since last August I have been mostly blind in my left eye due to surgery to repair a torn retina. I got the torn retina when I got hit by a tree branch while mowing. Talk about a bramble patch!  An accident changed my life forever.  

Learning to cope with diminished eyesight is difficult and one has a tendency at first to struggle and look back at “what was”.  I did that. But then God wouldn’t let me look back for long and I came to terms with “what is”…..and you know, what is is o.k.  It’s not the way I want to live the rest of my life, but I look at it like this:  for the first 60 years of my life, I had pretty darn good eyesight – and I’ll make it just fine with what I’ve got for the next 60 years!  Jesus has he pulled me out of the bramble patch, made me see that there are far worse things than being blind in one eye.   There are, after all, people who cannot see at all – who cannot hear – who cannot walk or speak.   He gave me a sense of humor to deal with it as best I can.  Though the eye doesn’t look quite like it used to, I don’t think most people notice it as much as do I.  We are all our own worst critics after all.  I came to realize there is really nothing that I could do before, I can’t do now – oh, I step on the dog and run over little kids from time to time, but I’m able to carry with my duties and minister to my fellow man – which is very, very important to me.  Though I continue to pray for a miracle, through the love of God and by “touching” the hem of his cloak, Jesus has made me well.  Jesus did not promise that we will be freed from bramble patches of life without a few scars - for the scars will remind us in the future that we did get into the brambles and how terribly painful it was to get out!  I dare say we’ll be more careful in the future.  I know I will.

So the next time you find yourself “at sea” – lost on the open ocean with no sense of which way is north – point your face toward heaven, reach for the hem of the cloak of Jesus, and ask for directions out of the bramble patch.







Amen

