Going Through the Roof    Mk 2                  UUCS 4/07

You all don’t hear me preach from the Bible much.  Some of you have known me for five years now, and it may be okay  for you to trust me enough to sit there while I read from this book.  For those of you who don’t know me, I will tell you that, even though I hold this book in my hand this morning I will not speak to you of eternal damnation, except  to say that it does not exist.  I will not speak to you of what you must believe.   Here, in this place, we follow the light of our own hearts, our minds, our conscience and spirit, and we help one another and love one another along our chosen path to wholeness and peace.


What are the reasons I have to say all that when I stand up here and hold this book in my hand? That is what this sermon is about. Listen to this story from the gospel of Mark. Mark is the first gospel, holding the stories of the life of Jesus that were written down earliest.  It is the least fancy, it  portrays Jesus as more human than divine.  


 Mk2:1-12.   There are places   in this region that still look like they did back then. I was up in the Galilee in Capernaum in 1976, having hitchhiked with a busload of Americans from a Pentecostal Holiness church in Oklahoma who had come to get baptized in the Jordan River.  Capernaum is right by the Sea of Galilee, which the Israeliﾕs call Lake Kinneret. Itﾕs 13 miles long by 7 miles wide.   I saw houses with flat roofs so you can go sleep up there when itﾕs hot. Thick walls to keep you cool in summer and warm in the winter time.  Donkeys in the streets carrying loads of whatever pickup trucks carry here. The smell of donkey and camel dung, people walking and jostling each other, spicy fish cooking over a fire, the air dry and blue.  Men sitting in the tea shops drinking sweet hot tea out of tiny cups, kids playing, getting dirty, shrieking and laughing.  If you tuned out the sounds of taxiﾕs honking and motor boats running up and down the water, you could imagine you were there two thousand years ago. And what were the people like back then? Exactly like we’re like now. People don’t really change.   Capernaum is where Jesus’ house was.   


Word got out that he was at home, and a crowd came hear him talk. He was just getting famous, and he had done some healings by this time, so people came bringing him sick folks to look at.  Then it says ﾒthey came to him, bringing a paralytic, carried by four men. And when they could not get near him because of the crowd, they removed the roof above him; and when they had made an opening, they let down the pallet on which the paralytic lay. 


Okay, so letﾕs use our imaginations to picture this. There is a famous healer in town, one who speaks wisdom and makes people well. A combination of Marianne Williamson and that guy from Crossing Over and Donald Neal Walsh. And he lives in Greenville.  A crowd gathers at the house, and the famous healer is talking to them. Some people want their friend to have a chance to be healed, and they canﾕt get through the crowd, so they go make a hole in this personﾕs roof that they are about to ask for a favor. What kind of people think like that? Teenagers.  These, in my opinion, reading the story with a scholar’s eye, a therapist’s eye and a mother’s eye, these were teenage boys. 


Let me stop here to talk about what this story has come to mean to me over the years. I have had a hard time in the past hearing about Jesus.  As many of you have. I sometimes have a hard time talking about Jesus. Why is that? For me, it’s that crowd around him.   Many of those people are perfectly kind and intelligent, creative and passionate about justice and peace.   Itﾕs hard to see those people for many of us, though, not only because of the Jerry Falwells and the Pat Robertsons telling us that the feminists and homosexuals  and pro-choice voters and pagans are responsible for   terrorist attacks.  Also because of the preachers in so many churches who teach their people that you have to hit children to discipline them, that you donﾕt leave marriages, no matter  how abusive or destructive they are, that you honor your parents and other authorities, even when they molest you, that you believe in everything in this book even though you have to betray your mind to do so, that you believe that God, a loving father,  would demand the blood of his child in order to satisfy his sense of justice, and that this same loving father will send  his children to eternal hell for disobedience, or for not having heard the ﾒgood newsﾓ of Christ by virtue of having been born Buddhist or Muslim.  I have an 85 year old friend who is a retired Southern Baptist minister. He says he doesn’t call himself a Christian any more. He says “I call myself a follower of Jesus, because the Christians have ruined the word for me.”


    Many UUs are content to let Christianity go, but some aren’t.  There are a good many UU Christians, and I want to figure out what it would mean for me to reclaim that part of my heritage.  So I have to find another access. An unusual one. The first thing I did was make a hole in the definition of Christianity. Just because my Aunt Norma in Salsbury  doesn’t think  I am a Christian doesn’t mean I’m not one.  The crowd around Jesus says you have to believe on him as your personal savior and Lord.  Iﾕm reminded of a book by a man who studied with a Jaguar shaman in South America. He drank the potion that would give him visions, and in his travels in the underworlds and over worlds he came to some terrifying gargoyle like creatures. They hunched there and told him that all life was meaningless, that evil was at the heart of the world, and that they were the ones who ran everything.  Filled with despair, he came to in the hut of his mentor. When he was healthy enough to process the experience, he told the shaman about the evil at the heart of the world, and the terrifying creatures who ran everything.  ﾒBig hunched over creatures, look like dragons?ﾓ Yeah, he answered. Those are the ones.  The shaman threw his head back and laughed. ﾒ”Oh, them. They always say that!”  The crowd around Jesus says a lot of stuff about what it means to be a Christian, and that thing about accepting him as your personal Lord and Savior but you know, he never is recorded as saying that.  Even in all that material that was written down, much of which Biblical scholars are pretty sure he didn’t say at all,  that’s not in   it. 


  I have been able to make the opening a little wider by separating  Jesusﾕs teachings of love and forgiveness from the  controlling, oppressive ﾒChurchianityﾓ in which  many of us were raised.   So Iﾕm trying to make holes in the house in order to have access to that aspect of the divine that his story, his being may carry. 


Let me read the rest of the story.   Theodore Parker, a Unitarian preacher in the early 1800ﾕs, said that the idea that it would take miracles to induce humans to believe   Jesusﾕs message of love and justice was insulting to humans. The message stands in its value, whether miracles were done or not.  Be that as it may. Thatﾕs not where I want to linger this morning. I want to take this story and look at it as if it were true in some metaphorical sense, true in the way a dream is true.  Another way of going around another way to get to the good stuff is to interpret the Bible stories as if they were dreams. Aunt Norma says you canﾕt do that.  Does Aunt Norma get to say what we can and cannot do? No.  


 Forgiveness in this story leads to the restoration of movement.  Does that fit with your experience of life?  Rigidity of the spirit, of the soul, comes from guilt and fear.  From determining that you are never going to let yourself do that again, or be done to like that again.  We get rigid in our souls when we are scared to make mistakes, when we are shamed into thinking that we don’t belong with the rest of humanity, that there is something wrong with us.  We get rigid in our souls when we decide that we have to be protected from what is out there, or that others need to be protected from what is in here.   Maybe, as in the dream of this story, we are brought by our friends or our life experience, or our pain to an encounter with the inner Healer.   Maybe the inner Healer says to us ﾒYour sins are forgiven. One of the disadvantages to us UUs, not believing in the concept of ﾒsinﾓ with all its baggage of hell and damnation is that we lose our sense of being able to be forgiven for the wrong things we’ve done.  This story says we can be. that the inner teacher, the inner wisdom, the inner divinity is connected with Spirit, has the Spirit flowing through it, and that we can receive the message ﾒAll the wrongs you have done are forgiven. Get up and walk now. Move, get on with your life, start again.ﾓ   After an encounter with the love that is at the heart of the universe maybe, as the ancient Celts used to say, we can ﾒwalk again with the moon and the stars. 
