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PROVISION IN THE WILDERNESS
(Mark 6:30-56)
INTRODUCTION:

A. Recently in the mail I received an advertisement for a youth mission trip.  The ad was quite simple bearing the picture of several young women apparently in a dreamy, altered state of consciousness.  (I couldn’t really tell whether they were supposed to be at a rock concert, a crack house, or a Christian youth event.)  And the enticement to attract participants simply read, “You will NEVER be the same.”  I confess I was a bit confused.  This was called a mission trip, yet it begged the question:  What was the mission? The implication was that you could pay a fee, travel to an exotic place, and have a deep experience:  “You will NEVER be the same.”  


Traditionally, of course, the purpose of a mission trip was to help others:  to aid the hungry and hurting, to preach the gospel to the unevangelized, something like that.  But now, apparently, this mission is really all about me, providing me with a deeply-moving, life-changing experience:  “You will NEVER be the same.”  I would suggest that calling this a mission trip is really false advertising.  Rather, it should more honestly be titled, “an adventure in Christian tourism,” “a quest to discover the wonderful me,” or perhaps “an inward journey of self-exploration.”  


B.  In 1979, almost 30 years ago, historian Christopher Lasch noted in his bestselling book The Culture of Narcissism that to an increasing degree “normal people now displayed many of the same personality traits that appeared, in more extreme form, in pathological narcissism,” which, by the way, is a personality disorder, a mental illness featuring a radical self-absorption, requiring treatment. In other words, 30 years ago selfishness had become mainstream, produced in and rewarded by “a society dominated by large bureaucratic organizations and mass media.”(239)   

C.  It would be hoped that the church would have stood strong against the prevailing winds of such egotism, echoing our Lord Jesus’ command to “deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow me.” (Mark 8:34)  But something gave way.  David Wells explains how this capitulation came about in his recent book, The Courage to Be Protestant:  


“Thus it was that the individualism in which you should think for yourself, decide for yourself, provide for yourself, and work to serve others in personal and civic ways has ended up as something rather different.  This older individualism has turned inward.  Now it is about finding the self for yourself, discovering your inner potential for your own benefit, esteeming your self, and developing new ethical rules that serve the discovery of…the self.


“It is not unreasonable to think that this turn in our culture would have found resistance among the religious.  And it did at the more liberal end of Protestantism, ironically enough, but evangelicals fell headlong into this new way of seeing life.


“It could be heard, in the 1980s and 1990s, every time Robert Schuller’s cherubic countenance appeared on television.  He was moving in a new direction, though he also claimed to be traditionally Protestant.  He announced that this new self-focused preoccupation was nothing less than a Reformation.  He went on to construct the whole of the Christian faith around the self and its discovery….


“And so it came into our pulpits.  In sermon after sermon over the last two or three decades, preachers of an evangelical kind have latched onto this cultural way of thinking.  Self-talk, it seemed, would be a natural springboard into salvation talk.  Even if it never actually got to salvation, there was enormous benefit to be had on the way.  So, why not venture along this path?  Imagining themselves to be speaking the language of their congregations, and being quite au courant, these preachers actually ended up buying into a worldview that is deeply hostile to the Christian faith.  They seemed not to notice that feeling good about yourself is not the same thing as actually being good.  In fact, people often feel good about themselves in moments when they should not.  Some feel good about themselves in moments of great self-indulgence, of revenge, and certainly in moments of inebriation.  Is this not the warning that we should have heeded?  Should we not have noticed this?” (136-7)

D.  The theme for the Tuesday chapels this year is “Knowing God through the Life of Christ.”  It would be wise to consult our Lord Jesus Christ and ask, “Is the Christian life really intended to be an inward journey of self-exploration or a quest to discover the wonderful me as we’ve been told repeatedly, or is it something else?”  

I.  THE SECOND EXODUS IN JESUS CHRIST.


And in answer, I take you to the familiar story from Mark’s Gospel, the feeding of the five thousand in Mark chapter six.  It is evident that Mark in his Gospel is presenting the mission of Jesus Christ as a second exodus.  In the Old Testament, God called his son, the people of Israel, out of Egypt.  He called this people to display his glory, to live in obedience before him, to become a shining city on a hill so that they would draw all nations to the Lord and extend God’s blessing to the whole earth.  


But, of course, God’s son turned out to be a prodigal son, utterly rebellious.  God’s people, his holy nation, prostituted themselves to other gods and became like the pagan nations around them.  In judgment God scattered his covenant people to the winds but preserved a remnant in the southern nation of Judah.  Yet they proved to be unfaithful as well.


So God performed a second exodus, calling his true Son Jesus who would fulfill God’s intention for Israel.  Jesus is the true Israelite.  Mark introduces him with these words:  “The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”
II. THE SECOND EXODUS:  INTO THE WILDERNESS.


And we see this second exodus beginning in our story from Mark 6.  Jesus leads his disciples into a “desolate place” literally wilderness to find rest, as Moses had done in the first exodus.  When the crowds followed him, Jesus “had compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd.” (34)  Technically, they did have a shepherd, a king named Herod, living in his pampered palace, utterly self-absorbed, a genuine narcissist, caring nothing for others.  Jesus, the true King, teaches them, guides them in the wilderness, as Moses had guided the people in the wilderness.  


While the false shepherd-king is throwing a feast and in his drunkenness agrees to cut off the head of John the Baptizer, his subjects are out in the wilderness, hungry, with no bread.  So the true Shepherd-King miraculously feeds them bread and meat in the wilderness as a part of the second exodus, just as Moses fed the people bread and meat in the wilderness during the first exodus.  Jesus even orders that the people sit “down in groups, by hundreds and by fifties,” just as Moses had organized the people in Exodus 18:21.  


This story is immediately followed by a journey through troubled waters with his endangered disciples, just as Moses led the people through the troubled waters of the Red Sea in the first exodus.  And this is followed by numerous miracles, confirming signs and wonders, just as Moses performed many miraculous signs. 

CONCLUSION

And here we have our answer, don’t we? The Christian life is certainly not an “inward journey of self-exploration or a quest to discover the wonderful me” as we’ve been told repeatedly.  It is very far removed from paying a fee in order to travel to an exotic place and have a deep experience:  “You will never be the same.”  Be careful.  Someone has been misrepresenting the Christian faith and life.  

Biblical Christianity is a second exodus.  Do you understand?  The first exodus with Moses only pointed to the greater reality to come in Christ.  Jesus is leading women and men, boys and girls out of the cruel slavery of sin and death and unto the Promised Land of his everlasting rest.  Jesus is still calling those who have ears to hear to follow him out into the wilderness.  Listen to his voice as he calls to us in Mark 8:  “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself, take up his cross, and follow me.  For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses is life for my sake and the gospel’s will save it.  For what does it profit a man to gain the whole world and forfeit his life?”  

The Christian faith and life is an exodus, a journey out, a pilgrimage unto.  All the course of this life we pass through the barren wilderness where there are dangers, difficulties, and deprivations.  There is little food, less water, and not a lot of shade.  It leads to a good land, a land flowing with milk and honey.  And here in the wilderness, the true Shepherd-King will teach and guide his people, forming us, making us his own.  He will provide for us, though it won’t be the profligacy of a pampered palace.  It will be the bread and meat of heaven, the sustaining Word of God, and it will be enough.  

Do you understand? Jesus Christ calls you today to the second exodus, through a bleak wilderness, following him, the true Shepherd-King.  
____________________________________________________________________________________________


