On the Road with Jesus:  Learning to Read the Map

Mark 1:21-34, Hebrews 4:12-13


It started out as an ordinary Fourth of July weekend.  Three families were on a campout together.  Then the three husbands decided to do some male bonding and they went off on a long hike.   Things went pretty well until the three men came upon a large raging violent river.  They needed to get to the other side and they were stymied.  So the first man prayed,  “God, please give me the strength to cross the river.”  And God answered his prayer.  The man suddenly had huge biceps and strong legs.  He was able to swim across the river, but it took him two hours and he almost drowned.  As he sat on the opposite bank, looking somewhat like a drowned rat, the other two men contemplated what they would do.  The second man prayed,  “God, please give me the strength and the tools to cross the river.”  Immediately, there was a rowboat right at the edge of the river, and like the first man, he was given strong arms and legs.  He was able to row across the river in about an hour, though he almost capsized on the way.   The third man, having seen what happened to the other two, then prayed, “God, please give me the strength, the tools and the intelligence to cross the river.”  Suddenly, the man was turned into a woman.  She pulled out the map, looked at it for a minute, then hiked a hundred yards up stream and walked across the bridge.  (internet)


So, I’ve been thinking about maps this week.  And how they can help us get to where we need to go.  


Of course, there are maps and there are maps.  This, for instance, is my map of New Jersey, which I used quite a lot the first few years that I was driving in this state.  But I rarely pull it out any more.  Partly that’s because I know my way around better, and partly that is because there are often some serious problems with New Jersey maps.  They don’t help you negotiate some of the most critical junctures in the New Jersey roadways.  They won’t tell you how to navigate around a jughandle or a traffic circle.  They will not tell you that the road sign for the highway will be on the far side of the exit.  They will not warn you that often the road number on the map will not match up with the number on the actual road.  Or that the road you see on the map hasn’t actually been built yet. But you make do with what you have.  


My experience with New Jersey maps reminds me of what happens with a lot of people on their way through life.  They are looking for direction, for wisdom, for insight, but they are often working with faulty maps that give them inadequate information.  That creates a lot of stress and misdirection, false starts and failures.  


What I mean by a “map” in this context is similar to what is often labeled a paradigm.  As people interact with the world, we all develop a certain intellectual and emotional “grid” or “filter” which we use to sort all of the information that comes at us on a daily basis.  This grid helps us to organize our life and helps us to see things in perspective.  And we need to that kind of sorting, in order to live a reasonably sane life, instead of living in total chaos.  The map we design becomes the lens through which we observe the world.  But what often happens is that the map we develop and use is either outdated or just plain inaccurate.  It’s out of synch with reality.   


Think about the map or maps that shape your life, and where those maps came from.



One of the maps that I grew up with gave me a perspective on how humans ought to relate to animals.  People belong in the house.  Animals belong outside, or in the barn, or in the chicken coop.  Most of you know that I ended up tearing that map up and throwing it away.   

Maybe your map of the ideal family still looks like the 60’s model, with June Cleaver in an apron and housedress and Ward coming home from work with a smile.  The kids, though not perfect, are at least coming home for dinner before they rush outside to play with their friends.  Drugs and teenage sex are not even mentioned.  For that matter, adult married sex was not even hinted at.  


Or maybe you drew up your map while you were growing up in a classic dysfunctional family, and you learned a particular role in that family.  You were the rescuer or you were the lost child.  Or, you were a victim of abuse.  And as an adult your map still has you in the same place.    


Or is your map a picture of the American Dream?  A five-bedroom house, 2.5 kids and a spouse who worships the ground you walk on.  Plus, a 401k and college funds for the kids.  Your job provides medical, dental and long term care benefits.  You’re all set.  


Some people’s maps have more of a spiritual bent.  The map shows very clear directions on how to make your way to heaven, and how to behave while you’re on your way there.   It shows a picture of what church ought to be like:  The ideal church is made up of a lot of “nice” people sitting around in meetings and drinking coffee.  They are all freshly scrubbed and in their Sunday best.  So far as you can tell, they are happy and their lives are in order.  And they all get along with each other.  


So, there are all different kinds of maps.  Maps to help us cope with family life and growing up, maps to help us in our marriage, maps to help us at work and in church.  But are they accurate?  


When maps are accurate, they help us on our journey.  They show us where we are, and they help us travel to where we need to be.  But when they are inaccurate, our maps get us all turned around and heading the wrong way.  


What about your maps?  Where did you get them?  Are they out of date?  Are they out of synch with the way things really are?  Are they downright inaccurate, showing you destinations that do not really exist?  Are they leading you astray? 


Maybe it’s time to get rid of those old maps, and get a new one.  I know just the map you need.  


The map is called the Word of God.  


When you hear that phrase, no doubt you think about the Bible.  And many people do look at the Bible as a map of sorts:  a guide book, a rule book even.  A book of helpful sayings and comforting passages.  But it’s important to realize that the Bible is not a bunch of static words printed on the page.  Its message is not stuck back in the first century or earlier.  It’s not going to get outdated like my New Jersey map will.  It is a living document.  When you read the Bible, the Holy Spirit, who inspired the writers to write these books, will inspire you to understand God’s Word in the context of your own life. As the writer of Hebrews says, it is living and active.  Not dead and dusty and dry.  And it is like a surgeon’s scalpel.  It cuts through all your excuses and evasions right to the heart. It will, in fact, show you who you are, where you are, and where you need to go.  


To compare the Word of God to a map, think about Harry Potter’s marauders’ map.  This is no ordinary map.  It moves.  It not only shows roads and passages and places, it also shows people moving about on the map.  So you can see where you are in relation to other people.  The Bible will do that, too, if you will read it with an open mind and recognize that if the God of the Bible is alive, then God’s Word is alive as well.  


The Bible is the Word of God.  And Jesus is the Word of God.  He is the Word of God incarnate (in the flesh).   The word became flesh and dwelt among us.  So when Jesus speaks, it is God’s Word speaking.   Mark says that when Jesus speaks, he speaks with authority.  Not like the scribes, whose talks may be well researched but rather dry and pedantic.  Jesus’ words strike home.  And they produce action.  He says, “follow me” and fishermen drop their nets.  He says, “be silent and come out,” and the demons flee.  He speaks a word of compassion, and the sick are healed.  Jesus’ words are reminiscent of God’s strong words at the beginning of time:  Let there be light.  And there was light.  Other teachers may talk about God.  But when Jesus speaks, you hear God.  He speaks with authority. 


And if you think about it, that’s exactly what you need in a map:  authority.  Jesus is a map that you can trust to be authoritative, which is to say, accurate.  If you follow this map you will get to where you need to go.  But for that to happen, you will also have to change the way you look at things. 

Here’s what I mean.  Thinking about Jesus as a map reminds me of the map that usually hangs in my office (but I brought it with me today).  It’s called the Down-Under Map of the World.  Made in Australia, this map turns the world upside down from the way we are used to seeing it.  Africa and Australia and South America are on top, where we usually see ourselves.  I like this map because it reminds me that my perspective is not the only way of looking at things, and that I am not always right.  It also reminds me that if I am going to go on the road with Jesus, I had better put my old maps away and follow his instead.  


So many times people try to make it work the other way around.  They are like the man who returned a barometer to the hardware store.  “This doesn’t work,” he complained to the clerk.  The clerk asked, “What doesn’t work?”  The man explained, “I set this thing for fair and dry weather, and it’s rained for three days now!”  (Parables, etc., 23.6.4)  In a similar way, people chart their own course, and then ask Jesus to come along.  But when you’re on the road with Jesus, Jesus leads the way.  Not you.  


It can be embarrassing and uncomfortable to realize that you’ve been heading in the wrong direction.  Because of that discomfort, a lot of people just keep heading the wrong way instead of turning around.  But wouldn’t it be a whole lot better to be on the road with Jesus?  


There was an airline flight that was delayed in taking off because of a mechanical problem.  While the repairs were in progress the passengers were sent to three different gates.  Each time the repair took longer than anticipated and they were sent to yet another gate.  By the time the plane was cleared for take off, the weary travelers were confused about where they were supposed to be.  After considerable shuffling, they were finally in their seats and prepared for takeoff.  The flight attendant apologized for the delay and began the preflight instructions.  She explained the safety features and then reminded the passengers of the number of the flight and that the flight was headed for Chicago.  And if this is not your flight, please deplane immediately.


A moment later, the door to the cockpit opened.  Out walked a red-faced pilot carrying his baggage.  He stopped for a moment and said, “I’m so sorry.  I’m on the wrong flight.”  (Parables, etc., 22.11.1)


Hey, it can happen to anybody.  In fact, it happens to everybody.  As the prophet Isaiah said, we all like sheep have gone astray, we have turned every one to his own way.  

The good news is that it’s not to late to turn around and get back on the road with Jesus, following his map.  I invite you to come to the Lord’s Table with that in mind today.  Consider the map or maps that have been shaping your life.  Is it time for you to get that new map called the Word of God, and let God reshape your life and your journey?  The invitation is wide open for those who are willing to come, and willing to follow.  
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