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First Sunday after Trinity 2015 

Genesis 3: 8 – 15; Mark 3: 20 – 35 

 

I wonder what would pop into your mind if I asked you 

to imagine a picture of Jesus.  Back at home I’ve got a 

pack of 32 A5 cards of images of Jesus.  They’re too 

small to start showing from the pulpit, but when I do 

show them in groups, ask people to choose one and 

then say why they chose that one, it’s fascinating what 

choices people make.  Quite often people home in on a 

really rather sentimental image of Jesus:  pale 

skinned, fair haired, long flowing robe and surrounded 

by cute animals.  It’s rather as if we find it difficult to 

shake off the sort of sugar-coated image of Jesus we 

might have been fed at Sunday School:  gentle Jesus, 

meek and mild. 

 

And it’s funny that we can’t shake it off, because 

there’s quite a lot in the Bible about Jesus that isn’t 

meek and mild.  If you start making a list of the hard 

sayings of Jesus, you get quite a long list.  And what he 

says to his mother and brothers on this morning’s 

Gospel passage is would probably be on that list.  What 

I hear when that passage is read are the words of a 

really rude man.  How discourteous can you get, not to 

give some sort of priority to your own mother and 

brothers?  And I’m guessing that I’m not the only one 

who hears that passage in that way. 

 

And that’s because special devotion to family is 

something that we prize highly.  When I go and visit 

families to prepare for a funeral, the vibe I get from 

them, time and again, is that what they want me to 

reassure them, in what I say at the funeral, is that their 

loved one was above all a family man:  everything was 

for his family, his whole life was devoted to ensuring 

the security and stability of the family, he would do 

anything for his family, he would go without to make 

sure his family were provided for. 

 

So it sticks in the gullet when we hear Jesus saying 

that his own flesh and blood are nothing special to him 
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and he too busy attending to other people even to 

come out and say hello to them.  That causes a 

problem for us that we have somehow to address and 

get our heads round. 

 

Perhaps one response is just to accept and get over the 

fact that there’s something about Jesus we don’t like.  

I’m not sure whether we’re allowed to say that, or 

whether it’s blasphemous.  But Jesus was fully human, 

as much as he was fully divine, and I don’t suppose 

there’s a human being any of us has yet met that we 

like 100%.  Even the people we love most do things 

that annoy us and get on our nerves.  Perhaps it would 

be a denial of the full humanity of Jesus to say that we 

couldn’t conceive there could ever be anything about 

him that we couldn’t like. 

 

But perhaps another response is just not to allow this 

rejection of his mother and brothers to be a problem 

for us.  I’ve been enormously helped in reading this 

passage by some reflections on it that I’ve recently 

read by, of all people, the Dali Lama.  What struck me 

is that he doesn’t even address this issue of Jesus 

rejecting his mother and brothers.  And that’s because 

he doesn’t read it as a story about Jesus rejecting his 

mother and brothers.  It’s not a feature that jumps out 

and legs him up, the way it is for us.  It’s not an 

obstacle to, for him, to being able to plumb this 

passage for great spiritual insight. 

 

It’s amazing what help it can be sometimes to see 

things through other people’s eyes.  The rejection of 

his mother and brothers isn’t a problem Jesus presents 

us with:  it’s a problem we bring to the passage 

because of the way the culture we live in makes us read 

the passage.  The Dali Lama – from a different culture; 

indeed from a different faith - reads it completely 

differently.  He reads it as a passage about Jesus 

achieving the ultimate religious goal of having 

compassion for everyone. 
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In Christianity the so-called golden rule, a version of 

which can be found in all world faiths, is the summary 

of the Law:  to love the Lord your God with all your 

heart and all your soul and all your mind, and all that, 

and then to love your neighbour as yourself.  That’s 

Matthew 22:  37 – 39.  Now that sounds alright; that 

sounds like a virtue.  We can cope with that. If you 

turn it the other way round, if you say “don’t prioritise 

your won flesh and blood over your neighbour” it 

starts sounding as problematic as Jesus rejecting his 

mother and brothers.  So don’t turn it round!  But do 

turn round the passage in this morning’s Gospel.  

Don’t read it as a rejection of mother and brothers.  

Read it instead as an exhortation to have compassion 

for everybody, as our Lord himself did.   

 

To have compassion, of course, means to imagine 

yourself suffering alongside others by putting yourself 

in their shoes.  Theoretically this should be easier for 

Christians than for Buddhists!  We believe in God.  

And we believe that we are each made in the image of 

God.  And therefore there is no one with whom we are 

not connected by bearing that same image.  If 

someone else is suffering, God is suffering; and if God 

is suffering we are suffering; and therefore if someone 

else is suffering we are suffering.  We feel that 

suffering as if it were our own.  We love them as 

ourselves. 

 

And I think we feel this instinctively.  I think people 

who don’t even profess to be Christians feel this.  

Otherwise, why do people feel moved to give to charity 

when we see an image of an emaciated, hungry child?  

Why do we feel something ought to be done when we 

see flimsy boats precariously carrying desperate 

migrants though treacherous waters? 

 

Being a Christian doesn’t make us any better than 

anybody else.  But it does help us to understand what’s 

best in ourselves and inspires us to live up to it – even 

sometimes by jolting us into reflection by means that 

we find scandalous.  Amen. 


