
Daily Meditations
August 16 - 21, 2021

The Biblical readings are taken from the Daily Office in the Book of Common Prayer for Year
2 and written by the St. Stephen's Meditation Writing Team: Dave Boyd, Jon Campbell,
Becky Denton, Pat Gillory, Jay Nickel, Bob Reed, and Carroll Wilson.

Click on the scripture reading for each day to go directly to link. Current and past copies of
the "Daily Meditations" may be found at: ststeve.org/daily-meditations

PROPER 15:

Almighty God, you have given your 0nly son to be for us a sacrifice for sin, and

also an example of Godly life: Give us grace to receive thankfully the fruits of his

redeeming work, and to follow daily in the blessed steps of his most holy life;

through Jesus Christ your son our Lord, who lives and reigns with you, and the

Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen.

'Hangry' Jesus
Monday, August 16, 2021

Mark 11:12-26

"The next day as they were leaving Bethany he was hungry."

In this episode, "hangry" Jesus curses a fig tree. True story. But the fig tree in
this passage constructs a literary device called an inclusio to bracket the action
"included" between two fig tree inclusio. Drawing all this attention to it must
mean it is a marquee event, and indeed it is. This is the primary passage we
may use to justify our anger, though sometimes unjustly. Here's the order of
events:

Hungry Jesus sees a fruitless fig tree and curses it.
Jesus trashes the Temple (you'll recall overturning tables of
moneychangers).
Jesus reclaims the Temple as a house of prayer.
Scribes and priests were like, "Uh-oh!"

The next morning when the posse is riding out of town, Peter notices what?
The withered fig tree.

Now Jesus (or Mark, the author) drops an a fortiore (to the greater) sermon on
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the disciples. Roughly translated, "If I can do this to a fig tree (smaller),
imagine what you can do to a mountain (greater) when you believe (prayer,
aka contents of the inclusio).

This text is not really about cursing trees or profiting from religion, though
both are important to the story. The neon light in this passage is faith–faith
evidenced in a house of prayer, faith that can move mountains, and finally,
faith that forgives.

Hating the Answer
Tuesday, August 17, 2021

Mark 11:27-12:12

"Then Jesus said to them, 'Neither shall I tell you by what authority I do these things.'"

The chief priests, scribes, and elders approach Jesus demanding some answers
because he has been a disruptive fellow and you cannot get away with that
unless you have a big hat or a badge or something official looking. Plus, they
are immensely inquisitive because, as the establishment, they LOVE to hear
the truth, not!

They did not need to ask the question because they already knew the answer,
but they hated it. What they could not find from Jesus was an answer that
would give them what they wanted. His answer would neither satisfy their
thirst for more power, nor validate their form of piety. Jesus' truth would have
required surrender, and theocrats took that option off their proverbial
bargaining table centuries ago–sometime during the 400 Silent Years between
the Old and New Testaments when they replaced the voice of God with a
defense of their religious culture.

Jesus masterfully steers the interrogation with the Socratic method and once
they're stumped, He goes Jack Nicholson–"You can't handle the truth!"–on
them.

My takeaway from this interaction is that we will receive more truth when we
give more truth.

The temple leaders approached Jesus with deceit in their hearts from the
beginning. Their truth-seeking was a lie. Think about that. They asked
questions to which they did not want truthful answers. When confronted with
the same questions, they could only debate internally if the truth was worth
the cost; it was not.

Jesus' response was economically simple: Be honest with me, and I will give
you God's truth, but if you cannot, you will receive no further revelation.

Baiting God
Wednesday, August 18, 2021

Mark 12:13-27

"...Is it lawful to pay the census tax to Caesar or not? Should we pay or should we not
pay?"

The class of critics escalates in Jesus' next entrapment. This time they've
enjoined the Pharisees and Herodians. While religion and politics were (and
are) entangled already, the Herodians' involvement explicitly highlights Jesus'
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threat to ALL systems of rule, authority, and justification. Nevertheless, the
cheap tactics remain the same: bait God into a self-contradiction, legal perjury
or hypocritical indictment. This works on some people, but never on Him who
is the Way, the Truth, and the Life. Recall Christ's wilderness temptation
where Satan himself could not confuse the mind of Christ nor thwart His
Kingdom.

Sufficiently answering the tax evasion question, comforting the government
that they can keep their pretty pictures and power, the next group up is the
Sadducees. As the text says, these scholars do not believe in the resurrection,
so it stands to reason they would ask Jesus an honest, soul-searching question
about...the resurrection. And it's a doozy, including seven impotent brothers
sorting out a Jerry Springer scenario in Heaven. Again, it's a straw man
constructed of their personal, pet anti-resurrection theology. Same result!
Paraphrasing Jesus' response, "If you don't believe in eternal life, you're in
luck! It won't concern you, and you'll get exactly what you want."

How can I be more aware of my own insincerity with God? He already knows
our deepest hearts and loves us still.

Up, Up, and Away
Thursday, August 19, 2021

Mark 12:28-34

"One of the scribes, when he came forward and heard them disputing and saw how well
he had answered them, asked him, 'Which is the first of all the commandments?'"

The year 2021 has marked significant vertical milestones in consumer space
tourism as billionaires Richard Branson and Jeff Bezos raced to risk their lives
marketing the safety and success of their space travel technologies. The
contest was tagged the Billionaire Space Race, and it fulfilled their childhood
dreams, opening the way for civilian escape from Earth's gravitational field.
You may have watched with me as Branson's VSS Unity launched from Truth
or Consequences, New Mexico, to 50 miles before descending to land like a
glider. Bezos' New Shepard launched from Van Horn, Texas up to 62 miles
across the Karman Line, then descended like a more traditional space capsule.

Currently, their goals are to sell a few moments of weightlessness to private
citizens. Each flight gets incrementally closer to the initial goal and closer to
orbit. They are "not far" from a new reality where the literal weight of this
world is lifted from their bodily frames.

Mark 12:28 tells us that one of the scribes approached Jesus asking which is
the greatest commandment. One guy, a solo operation, not a religious gang or
political party, and this tells us something about how God speaks to a person's
spirit. Jesus quotes the shema from Deuteronomy, a passage well-known by
this scribe. Contrary to every other interrogator, the scribe agrees with Jesus,
who tells him, "You are not far from the kingdom of God."

One man with one question, hoping for an honest answer that he was willing to
accept. His pure heart moved him not far from the kingdom but a universe
away from the mob.

The Multiplier of Giving
Friday, August 20, 2021

Mark 12:35-44
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"Many rich people put in large sums. A poor widow also came and put in two small coins
worth a few cents."

If you have a red-letter edition of Mark, please allow me to draw your attention
to the black letters concluding verse 37: "And the common people heard Him
gladly." This week's war of words was set up as a backdrop to today's words of
hope.

The kingdom of God is certainly a revolution from the top down; that is the
essence of the incarnation. But once Christ arrived in His manger, running for
His life from King Herod, the implementation of this new eternity would have
to grind and build from the ground up. And it has.

Speaking truth to power has become almost vogue in today's social parlance.
Jesus did this fearlessly and shrewdly. Power would not listen.

But if Jesus spoke truth to power, what did He speak to weakness? He spoke
more truth. And the common people heard Him gladly.

The mention of widows in this passage gives us a focusing thought. Scribes
want to take for themselves, including the widows' houses. In contrast, these
same homeless widows will give everything, even both coins. I get the life I
value most. Either I take all I can in this one, or I give all I can to inherit the
next one.

The Total Cost
Saturday, August 21, 2021

Mark 13:1-13

"...You will be hated by all because of my name. But the one who perseveres to the end
will be saved."

Imagine with me, if you will, Jesus interlocking His fingers and rhythmically
quoting, "This is the church, this is the steeple, open the door and ... This
whole joint will be razed to the ground." Huh? That's not only mean, it is
heretical! But it gets even more dreary when Jesus predicts wars, rumors of
war, natural disasters, beatings, trials, and nuclear family disintegration.

Good times!

This is the real answer to His antagonists' questions about the kingdom of
God. It will cost us everything: buildings, bodies, buddies, freedom, families,
and food.

Interwoven in these warnings, though, is a strange confidence and comfort. I
say strange because Jesus seems indifferent to the apostles' suffering; rather,
he assures them their sacrifices are necessary for the kingdom, and the Holy
Spirit's purposes will be accomplished through the pain, loss, and suffering.
The divine version of, "If you're making omelets, you're going to break some
eggs." In order for the kingdom to survive today and thrive tomorrow, you will
lose everything, but that's okay.

This is one measure of the true cost of discipleship. Am I more important than
the kingdom? I know the answer, but I don't always like it. Jesus' answer is
still a strange comfort, "You don't like it? That's okay."

Connect with us
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