On the Road with Jesus:  Are We There Yet?


Today we are going to conclude our road trip series.  I hope that you have enjoyed some of the adventures that we have had along the way, and that your faith has been inspired.  It’s just the series that is concluding.  The journey with Jesus has really just only begun, as we’ll see by today’s reading.  


Mark 8:11-30


I love to read the stories in the Bible about miracles.  Jesus touches lepers, and they are instantly healed.  He calls out to Lazarus in the tomb and he comes alive immediately.  A sick woman touches his coat, and she is healed in the blink of an eye.   Jesus breaks a couple of loaves of bread and it’s Big Macs for everyone.  These are great stories, and it’s fun to focus on them because they also match up with my Baby Boomer desire for instant gratification.  Instant breakfast, instant coffee, instant banking at the ATM.  When I think about these stories, I can sort of set aside some other pertinent Bible facts and stories.  Like the 40 grueling years that Moses and the children of Israel spent in the wilderness, and many years of hard labor that Noah spent building his ark.  Four long days that Lazarus lay rotting in the tomb before Jesus came to him. 


The instant miracle stories are great.  But the one that we read today comes closer to matching up with what my life is like.  Things don’t get resolved quickly or all at once.  Wholeness is an arduous process, not a one step cake mix.   I know that I have been touched by God’s love, but even so, I don’t always see things clearly right away.  Sometimes it takes another touch, another look.  Another few days or months.  The journey with Jesus is long, and it continues to move us forward, always forward, to where he is.  


In today’s story, Jesus touches a blind man.  “Can you see anything?” he asks.

“I can see people,” the man says with excitement.  “But they look like trees, walking.” 

So Jesus touches him again.  And the man sees clearly.  

Like so many of the miracles, this one is told not only to reflect the power of God but also to be a kind of a living parable.  The story reflects what is happening to the disciples in terms of their understanding and their faith.  

It challenges the disciples and us to ask the question:  Are We There Yet?  

The disciples have been on the road with Jesus for some time.  They have heard his teaching, and watched his miracles.  Twice Jesus has fed multitudes with just scraps of bread.  The disciples were there.  They passed out the food; they collected the leftovers.  You might expect that some of this would have sunk in by now.  But today, they have only brought one dinky loaf of bread on the boat with them, so when Jesus starts talking about the leaven of the Pharisees and Herod, they think he is talking about the fact that they forgot to pack their lunch.  

Do you sense Jesus’ frustration?  Don’t you get it?  Didn’t you see me feed the five thousand and the four thousand, with enough leftover for several food banks?  Don’t you know what all this means?  

Are you blind?  

Well, yes, in fact, the disciples are rather severely visually challenged, spiritually speaking.  They don’t get it.  

 But isn’t that just the way it is with people?  We think we are right on track, when in fact we are missing the whole point.  

For instance, a woman got on a crowded bus and found that she had to stand up at the front.  The bus started up again, and a man who was sitting right behind her started to get up from his seat.  The woman realized that this man was getting up to give her his seat.  Well, being self-sufficient individual, she didn’t need this kind of patronizing action, as if she were some poor helpless woman.  Just who did he think he was!  She was so disgusted with his chauvinism, she pushed him right back into his seat.  

A few minutes later the man tried again.  The woman was angrier this time than the last time.  How stupid and insensitive could this man possibly be?  With a gruff tone, she told the man, “Just sit back down!”  

To this point, the man had been silent.  A few minutes later, he spoke.  “Listen, I don’t mean to offend you in any way.  But I’m just trying to get off the bus.  I’m already fourteen blocks past my stop already!”  (Story File, 19.7.4)  

The disciples don’t get it.  Spiritually speaking, they are blind.  But along with the physically blind man, they are about to receive a miraculous touch that will open their eyes.      

Jesus asks the disciples to open their eyes and look around.  Who do people say that I am?  In response, they parrot back the things they’ve been hearing:  well, John the Baptist, maybe Elijah, one of the prophets.  

Then, he asks--like he asked the blind man--what do you see?  Who do you say that I am?  

Peter speaks for them all when he says, “You’re the Messiah.”  

Yes, we can see it now, Jesus.  You’re the Messiah.  That’s it!  

Are we there yet?  

Well, they have come a very long way.  This is a huge step for Peter and the others.  Politically speaking, this is a very risky confession.  If word gets out that a messiah is on the loose, he and his disciples could be in great danger.  

They have come a long way to reach this point of recognition.  Jesus is the Messiah.  But they are not quite there yet.  Their vision is still cloudy.  They can see, but it’s still like trees, walking.  

They are still nowhere close to understanding what Jesus means to do as the Messiah.  So far, their understanding of Jesus as the Messiah is all on their terms.  They’ve been waiting for the Messiah to come their whole lives.  And they have a very clear picture of what that Messiah should be and do.  The Messiah is invincible, the Messiah will raise up an army and drive the Romans out of Israel.  They have no clue that for Jesus, the definition of Messiah will include his death (much less his resurrection).  They have no concept yet of his being the Son of God.  

It will be a real challenge for them to move beyond their concept of the Messiah and accept who Jesus really is, and to accept what this will mean for them.   They will need a second touch from Jesus.  And that touch will come.  

None of this is new, is it?  You know how the disciples will come to gain their full vision through the death and resurrection of Jesus and the birth of the church.  And with their clear vision the learners will become teachers, apostles, evangelists, ministers of all kinds.   

You know the story.  You know how this works for the disciples.  But here’s the thing:  do you understand the implications for your own journey with Jesus?  

Are you there yet?  

Jesus has touched you, I know that.  You have felt and seen some incredible things that he has done in your life.  Some of you he has healed.  Some he’s freed from bondage.  Some of you have seen God’s provision for you in miraculous ways. He’s guided you to a point of real deep faith.  Like Peter, you have come to recognize him as the one you have been looking for.  You’ve confessed your faith in Jesus, your Messiah, your Savior and Lord.  You are on the road with Jesus.  

The question is:  where do you go from here?  There is a natural progression, just like in physical life there is progression from birth onward through various stages of life.  In the spiritual life, it is natural to continue to grow, continue to be challenged and tested.  Continue to learn more about who Jesus is and what his agenda is in the world.  The more you learn about Jesus, the more you learn about yourself, and the more of you you let Jesus touch and heal and change.   Your eyes are continually opened to see more of God’s great power and wisdom and insight. You become a part of the community of faith.  You become engaged in ministry and you continue to grow in knowledge and wisdom and love. 

What happens with a lot of people is that they get hung up somewhere along the way.  They stop moving forward, as if they had already reached their destination.  They move in and settle down as if a particular spiritual experience or learning were an ending instead of just a beginning or a stop along the way.  It’s human nature to want to have definitions and certainties.   But what ends up happening is that we try to stuff God in a box of some kind or another.   It may be a very nice box, a very moral and upright box.  Even a kind and generous box.  But here’s the thing:  The God of creation doesn’t fit in any box.  God redefines any box we try to put God in.  

Peter thought he knew what he was talking about when he said to Jesus, “You’re the Messiah,”  and he did know enough to know that this was a very momentous occasion.  And that Jesus was worth risking his life for.  But he still had so much more to learn and to experience.  And so do we.  

Are we there yet?  

Like Peter, we have come a long way.  But our God is so much bigger than any of our ideas or beliefs about God.  We need to keep learning, keep growing, keep on the journey.  Keep moving ahead.    Let God expand your mind and heart.  Don’t put limits on God.    

On our journey with Jesus we encounter many things.  Lots of interesting people.  Some challenges, even a few potholes.  Also some rest stops and places of joy and refreshment.  But we cannot rest either on our laurels or in the ash heap of our despair.  The journey is always forward, to where Jesus is.  

I’m going to conclude with a quote from CS Lewis that always helps me at times when I find that I have “settled” instead of continuing to walk forward with Jesus.  It comes from the book called The Problem of Pain.    “The Christian doctrine of suffering explains, I believe, a very curious fact about the world we live in.  The settled happiness and security which we all desire, God withholds from us by the very nature of the world:  but joy, pleasure, and merriment He has scattered broadcast.  We are never safe, but we have plenty of fun, and some ecstasy.  It is not hard to see why.  The security we crave would teach us to rest our hearts in this world and oppose an obstacle to our return to God:  a few moments of happy love, a landscape, a symphony, a merry meeting with our friends. . . have no such tendency.  [God] refreshes us on the journey with some pleasant inns, but will not encourage us to mistake them for home.”  (115)
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