
Walking Backwards 

Read Mark 6:1-13 

 I want to walk backwards through this story from Mark.  I’ll begin with a 

failure of my own Christianity of which I will admit I am still not ashamed.  It took 

place on the Camino, I forget just where along the way, but we were well into our 

five hundred mile pilgrimage from St. Jean in southern France to Santiago in 

northwestern Spain.  

 It had been a long, hot day and Mark and I were tired as we approached 

the village of our day’s destination. On the Camino we repeatedly experienced 

what I came to call the conveyor belt phenomenon.  Our goal for the day would 

come into view.  It would seem that we were almost there, but the place where 

we hoped to find rest would begin to mysteriously slide farther and farther away 

making our aches and pains from walking all day with a heavy pack on our backs 

cry out for relief.  The final approach to the village was a long up-hill pull.  I 

remember pondering the question about how much of my fatigue was simply 

mental; why was the last leg of everyday so difficult?  By that time I was in great 

physical shape. 

The particular village at the end of that day only had two places to stay.  

One was described as a church where pilgrims could sleep on the floor, not get a 

shower, but could worship and eat with the resident monks.  The other was a 

place called Son Rises.  We opted for that one. 

We were greeted by a character that would have fit right in with our own 

by-gone hippy culture from the sixties.  The place was “funky as you wanna be.”  

Colorful tie-dyed fabrics draped the walls.  Dilapidated overstuffed chairs and 

other rustic furniture graced the entry.  Our host said there was no need for us to 

sign in; he wasn’t much for paperwork.  The second floor was an open ward with 

an assortment of broken down beds.  We were led to a third floor room and 

shown a small, dark, windowless room resembling a rabbit warren with a set of 

narrow bunk beds, not nearly big enough for either one of us to sleep comfortably 

upon.   



 Mark and I sat there for a moment, then looked at one another and just 

said, “No way!  Let’s push on to the next village,” tired or no tired.  I don’t 

remember how far it was away, maybe 8 or 10 more kilometers, but I do 

remember that I had a new bounce in my step and a big smile on my face, so 

happy was I to escape from Son Rises.  My question concerning the mental aspect 

of fatigue was well answered that day. I was nothing short of energized. 

As we were leaving, our host was nowhere in sight.  We told his silent wife 

that we had decided to push on further, but I don’t think she spoke a word of 

English.  We were about three doors up the street when our host burst onto his 

balcony and began to berate us for not saying good-bye.  He told us we acted like 

tourists and were not pilgrims at all.  Ugly Americans that we were we absorbed 

the criticism and happily found the next village to be very pleasant and the 

accommodations simple but fresh and clean.  And we had a delicious dinner with 

some fellow pilgrims to boot.   

Though we were in direct violation of Jesus’ instructions to his pilgrim band 

of disciples when he said, “Whenever you enter a house, stay there until you 

leave the place,” I gladly had failed the test in Christianity 101.  I’ll probably have 

to take the make-up exam later. 

Why would Jesus have laid down that condition for his learners?  Perhaps it 

was because Jesus didn’t want his disciples going out in his name and seeking 

personal gain.  He didn’t want his representatives to always be seeking their own 

advantage even in creature comforts.  He didn’t want them to begin with the poor 

who would gladly show them hospitality, then change lodging when they got a 

better offer from a villager who had more wealth, thus shaming the poor and 

denigrating their hospitality.  He never wanted people to be able to say as we do 

of some of our celebrity evangelists today, “They’re only in it for the money.” 

When I traveled to India in 1999 on a preaching mission with my dear 

brother Randy, almost every day we were invited into several homes in the 

afternoon for tea.  People of very modest means would treat us like visiting 

royalty, bringing out their best treats for us to share.  By the end of each 



afternoon’s numerous tea parties I began to feel like a stuffed pig!  But it would 

have been the height of unkindness to say, “No thank you.  I’m already full.” 

Jesus wanted his disciples to know the vulnerability of ministering in the 

power of the Holy Spirit, when resources were slim.  “He ordered them to take 

nothing for their journey except a staff; no bread, no bag, no money in their belts; 

but to wear sandals and not to put on two tunics.” 

Sometimes I wonder if Jesus is trying to teach the shrinking American 

church how to function way beneath our accustomed affluence.  Maybe he’s 

trying to return to us the gift of the authority over the unclean spirits.  I’m 

reminded of the story of Peter and John going up to the Temple to pray a few 

days after the Holy Spirit had been poured out on the infant church on the Day of 

Pentecost.  I know the story best from a little song I once learned in church:  

 Peter and John went to pray; they met a lame man on the way.  He stuck 

out his palm and asked for an alm, and this is what Peter did say: silver and gold 

have I none, but such as I have give I thee; in the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth 

rise up and walk.  And he went walking and leaping and praising God (2x).  In the 

name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth rise up and walk.  

I know you’ve probably heard the apocryphal story about St. Francis visiting 

the Pope in Rome.  The Pope was walking him through the Vatican with all of its 

lavish gold and silver ornamentation and he said to St. Francis, “Obviously we can 

no longer say, ‘Silver and gold have I none.’”  To which St. Francis is reputed to 

have responded, “Yes, and therefore you can no longer say, ‘Such as I have give I 

thee.’” 

Let’s be clear.  Some monastic orders take a vow of poverty as central to 

their devotion.  But to millions of people, poverty is nothing but a curse.  There is 

no virtue in not having enough to eat, nowhere to live, and no ability to make 

ends meet.  God in the Bible repeatedly and passionately expresses particular 

concern for the poor and needy, the widow and the orphan, the outsider, the 

stranger, and the outcasts of human society.  To think otherwise is to abandon 

our confession that Jesus Christ is Lord and that God is good. 



Jesus was most at home among those with the deepest needs, physically, 

emotionally, financially, and spiritually.  He ate with tax collectors and sinners.  He 

came to seek and save the lost.  He was generous to the ungodly and ungrateful.  

Human need seems to exert a strong magnetic influence upon the very heart of 

God and the Sacred Heart of Jesus.  

 Jesus enacted the contents of the heart of God every day that he lived 

here.  He did that in total submission the Father’s will and in total reliance upon 

his Father’s provision to supply everything he needed for his Gospel mission.  And 

Jesus wanted to teach his disciples how to function within the divine largesse that 

he came to unlock and lavish upon those whom he taught.  I think he still wants to 

do the same with us. 

If a disciple is in fact a learner, these are the things he would teach us.  

Jesus has no interest in attracting admirers.  He doesn’t crave groupies like a rock 

star.  He doesn’t seek empty accolades from people who have no intention of 

letting their own lives be transformed by the power of the Holy Spirit.  He wants 

to exorcise us from all of our unclean spirits, to strip us of all of our idolatry, and 

de-demonize us from every power that would reduce our humanity to becoming 

manipulated consumers of cultural and religious clap-trap.  Jesus has heart 

revolution on his agenda, not just cosmetic cover ups for our considerable flaws. 

So new we’ve walked backwards to the beginning of the story.  Most Bibles 

today supply paragraph headings to alert us to what will happen next in the story.  

My study Bible says above the opening of Mark 6, “The Rejection of Jesus at 

Nazareth.”  If we had been writing the story we might have preferred, “Local boy 

makes good,” or, “Jesus has graduated with high honors,” or, “Carpenter’s son 

fast becoming famous.”  Of course we know enough that none of those 

alternatives would be accurate; they would be fake news to use a now well 

known descriptor from our own time.  I might have written, “The Day Familiarity 

Bred Contempt.” 

Jesus went into his hometown synagogue and began to teach the same 

people for whom he may have fixed a stairway or built a table or framed a 

window as he labored alongside his dad as a carpenter.  They knew him when.  



They had watched him run and play in the streets with their own children.  Some 

of them taught him the Torah and attended his bar mitzvah.  We don’t know 

much about Jesus childhood.  We are simply told that during his youth he grew in 

wisdom and stature before God and people.   

But had he really outgrown them all.  He taught and they were amazed, and 

in their amazement questions arose, troubling questions, questions fueled by 

jealousy, by envy, and by Jesus’ authority which touched the nerve of their own 

inadequacy.  Jesus taught as one who had authority, as one who knew exactly 

what he was talking about, not like the scribes and Pharisees who couched all 

their counsel between, “on the one hand but on the other hand.”   

Jesus’ words were sharp and clear, sharper than a two-edged sword, 

cutting to the division of soul and spirit.  The hometown fans weren’t used to it 

and they couldn’t get over the fact that this was someone they thought they 

knew so well.  How did they miss it?  How did this come about?  They knew his 

family, his mom and dad, his brothers and sisters.  They’re still here and look and 

seem just like one of us.  There must be some kind of trick being played upon us!   

So at the end of verse three we read: “And they took offense at him.”  They 

didn’t know the source of his wisdom.  They didn’t know how deeds of power 

were done by him.  Notice: they didn’t deny that what he said was wise; they 

didn’t deny that deeds of power were being done by him.  They couldn’t deny any 

of it.  They simply couldn’t make them fit in with Jesus’ ordinariness.  He was a 

man like any other man. 

And I guess that’s the offense of the Gospel in a nut shell.  How can one so 

thoroughly human be said to be at the same time the Son of God.  People always 

have and probably always will be offended by Jesus unique stature and status 

among everyday people, people like them and people like you and me.  People all 

over the world have no problem with Jesus’ humanity; it’s his divinity that makes 

them stumble. 

In offense, deeds of power go wanting, maybe because the power of God, 

for God’s own reasons, are always coupled with faith that overcomes our natural 



tendency to be offended in that which we can’t fully understand and that which 

we cannot control. 

Sadly the text admits that Jesus could do no deed of power among his own 

hometown, except lay hands upon a few sick people and cure them.  I’m thinking, 

“That’s no small thing.  How often I would have settled for an occasional healing 

in my own ministry.”  But Jesus has bigger fish to fry. 

It is significant that hard on the heels of this rejection of himself, Jesus sent 

the disciples out two by two to try out ministering in Jesus’ name.  Had they yet 

learned that a disciple is not greater than his or her master?  Was Jesus trying to 

get their attention by submitting to rejection first so that they wouldn’t be 

thrown for a discouraging loop when they experienced the same treatment?  And 

experience it they would.  And so does every disciple who decides to take up a 

cross and follow.  It’s part of the deal evidently. 

Verse 6 tells us that Jesus “was amazed at their unbelief.”  ‘I don’t know if 

you’ve ever had that experience.  Many of us have.  We have witnessed the 

goodness of God in action.  We’ve seen for ourselves, even been a part of a 

wonderful act of our loving God, and still been confronted by people who just 

refuse to believe, to be anything but offended.  

 If even Jesus was amazed, I guess we have the right to be so amazed as 

well.  But in our amazement we are not entitled as disciples to simply give up.  We 

shake the dust of the unbelief of others off of our feet and keep on walking, keep 

on moving, keep on testifying and bearing witness to anyone anywhere who will 

welcome us into their hearts, their lives, their personal space and listen to what 

we have to offer.  We are disciples expected to carry on until we no longer are 

able or until that final day when Jesus descends to reclaim the earth and make all 

things new. 

Will we be tourists among holy relics, paying attention only to that which 

interests us or to what seems cheap enough to buy, or rewarding enough to make 

us comfortable in our own pre-suppositions?  Or will we be pilgrims who will walk 



with Jesus all the way to our destination and our predestined glory in Him?  It’s a 

choice each one of us must make. 


