
A wild and crazy guy 

 

Then [Jesus] went home; and the crowd came together again, so that they could not even eat. When his 

family heard it, they went out to restrain him, for people were saying, “He has gone out of his mind.” . . . 

Then his mother and his brothers came; and standing outside, they sent to him and called him. A crowd was 

sitting around him; and they said to him, “Your mother and your brothers and sisters are outside, asking for 

you.” And he replied, “Who are my mother and my brothers?” And looking at those who sat around him, he 

said, “Here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and 

mother.” 

          Mark 3: 20-21, 30-35  

  

Jesus’s brothers and sisters are worried about him, as only siblings can be.  And not just 

because he never writes home or calls his mother.  He had always been different, a bit eccentric, but 

the word they have been getting back in Nazareth is that he has become completely unhinged, and 

they tend to believe it.  So a family conference was called, and now the whole family, including his 

mom, has come to Capernaum to do an intervention, to try to talk some sense into him, to protect 

him not only from the crowds but maybe even from himself.   

The translation we read, from the New Revised Standard Version, says that “he has gone out 

of his mind,” but another contemporary translation is a bit more blunt.  It says, “When Jesus’ family 

heard what he was doing, they thought he was crazy and went to get him under control.” 
(Contemporary English Version)  

Now, before we go any further, let’s be clear about something here.  When we talk about 

craziness, we are not talking about clinical insanity or being insensitive to mental illness.  We have to 

recall the time when Jesus was confronted by a wild and dangerous character, and he sat with him, 

calmed him down, and the text says he “restored him to his right mind.” (Mark 5: 1-20)  He stilled the 

internal storm that was causing this man to harm himself and be a danger to others.   

And then let’s be clear about something else as well.  If we had a son or daughter, a sister or 

brother who hung out under a bridge with some homeless dudes; who went around telling people to 

love their enemies and even feed them if they are hungry; who says that if anyone asks something of 

you give them twice as much as they ask for, without expecting anything in return; and who claims 

that the greatest among you are the ones who think the least of themselves—we’d probably think 

they were half crazy, too.  And if that child or sibling went so far as to give everything they have, 

including their own life, for the sake of others, and to suggest that everyone else should do something 

like it—well, you might come to the conclusion that they had crossed over that halfway point, and 

were entirely crazy. 

And finally, let’s be clear about one more thing.  All of us are right.  The family and friends of 

Jesus, his detractors, and those of us who read these gospels in the 21st century.  If we really 

understand and take seriously what Jesus said and did and calls his followers to do—then, yes, he is 

crazy as a loon.  But it is a craziness of a different order. 

Frederick Buechner remembers seeing a billboard that said, “Drive carefully—the life you save 

may be your own.”  And then he says, “That is worldly wisdom in a nutshell.  What God says, on the 

other hand, is ‘The life you save is the life you lose.’  In other words, the life you clutch, hoard, guard, 

and play safe with is in the end a life worth little to anybody, including yourself, and only a life given 

away for love’s sake is a life worth living.  To bring his point home, God shows us a man who gave his 

life away to the extent of dying a national disgrace without a penny in the bank or a friend to his 

name.  In terms of human wisdom, he was a perfect fool.  And if you think you can follow him 

without making something like the same kind of fool of yourself, you are laboring under not a cross, 

but a delusion.”  (Beyond Words, pp. 117-118) 



So, maybe the issue here is not that Jesus has gone too far, but that we haven’t gone far 

enough; not that Jesus is a wild and crazy guy, but that the Christian church has become a tame and 

sane institution.  Maybe the issue here is that, like the family of Jesus, the Christian church has set out 

to run an intervention on Jesus, to restrain some of the crazy notions he gets up to, and to control 

some of the more outrageous actions he calls for.  Maybe the real problem here is that we have been 

more successful than his own family at this intervention, at taming the craziness of Jesus.   

Jesus once told some Pharisees that they were diligent in things that hardly matter—like 

tithing mint, dill, cumin—while they neglected the weightier matters of the law—justice, mercy, and 

faith.  (Matthew 23:23) Do we invest too much time and energy in things that hardly matter?  Is our 

witness to the gospel weakened by our fear of being seen by our Christian siblings as being too 

radical? 

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and one of his mentors, Howard Thurman, seemed to think so.  

Both of them called out the timidity of the church in the face of social evils like poverty and racial 

discrimination.  They thought that the Christian church, particularly the mainstream white Christian 

church, had become too preoccupied with propriety and respectability, unwilling to rock the boat 

and engage in the kind of craziness that Jesus exemplifies. 

In his book “Jesus and the Disinherited,” written in 1949, Thurman asks what the gospel of 

Jesus has to say to those who have their backs to the wall, the poor, the disinherited, the 

dispossessed.  And he concludes that, at least in his experience, “To those who need profound 

succor and strength to enable them to live in the present with dignity and creativity, Christianity 

often has been sterile and of little avail.”   (Jesus and the Disinherited, pp. 1-3) 

And in his “Letter from Birmingham City Jail,” Dr. King writes, “The contemporary church is 

often a weak, ineffectual voice with an uncertain sound.  It is so often the arch-supporter of the status 

quo. Far from being disturbed by the presence of the church, the power structure of the average 

community is consoled by the church’s silent and often vocal sanction of things as they are.” (A 

Testament of Hope, p. 300) 

So maybe Michael Curry, the presiding bishop of the Episcopal Church, is on to something 

when he says that “sane, sanitized Christianity is killing us.”  Maybe he is right when he says that what 

the world really needs is a few more crazy Christians.  “Crazy enough to love like Jesus, to give like 

Jesus, to forgive like Jesus, to do justice, love mercy, walk humbly with God—like Jesus. Crazy enough 

to dare to change the world from the nightmare it often is into something close to the dream that 

God dreams for it. . . . Crazy enough to follow the radical way of the gospel. Crazy enough to believe 

that the love of God is greater than all the powers of evil and death.  . . .  We need some Christians 

crazy enough to believe that children don’t have to go to bed hungry; that the world doesn’t have to 

be the way it often seems to be; that there is a way to lay down our swords and shields, down by the 

riverside; that, as the slaves used to sing, ‘there’s plenty good room in my Father’s kingdom,’ because 

every human being has been created in the image of God, and we are all equally children of God and 

meant to be treated as such.”  (“We Need Some Crazy Christians,” Faith & Leadership, Sept. 10, 2012) 

This is the kind of holy craziness that Jesus exemplifies, and it is very close to what John Lewis 

called getting into “good trouble,” or getting into trouble for the right reasons.  It is the craziness of 

Harriet Tubman risking her security, her own life, in order to lead complete strangers out of slavery 

and into freedom.  It is the craziness of Paul Farmer, who could have had a comfortable, lucrative 

career with his Harvard medical degree, but chose to put his skills and knowledge to work among the 

poorest of the poor in Haiti, and had the crazy notion that health care is a basic human right not a 

privilege reserved for those who can afford it. 

Finally, for those who were crowding around Jesus there in Capernaum, maybe they didn’t 

need any other indicator of the craziness of this prophet and preacher than his reaction to the news 

that some family members were outside and calling for him.  He seems to reject his own mother, to 



disown his own kinfolk.  But there may be another way to understand what Jesus was getting up to 

here.  And it just might be even more crazy than we thought. 

When he looks around at the crowd and asks “Who are my mother and my brothers and 

sisters?”; when he looks into the face of a stranger and says, “Here are my mother and my sisters and 

brothers,” he is not suggesting that we treat our immediate birth-family with less respect, or that we 

neglect to honor our mothers and fathers as the fifth commandment guides us.  He doesn’t lower the 

standard of family values, but, as we saw last week, he raises it to a higher level.  He gives us a new 

standard, that we should show that same degree of respect and honor and concern for well-being to 

those who are all around us, whether they are kin to us or not, and even to those we have not met 

yet.  He calls us to embrace this generous form of family values not only as private individuals, but in 

our public policies as well.  He makes this wild suggestion that there really are no boundaries or 

limits on these kind of family ties.  And he draws this crazy conclusion that the love of God, the 

inclusion in God’s family, the obligation we have toward others—none of these are restricted by 

international borders or race or ethnicity or income level or education, not by sexual orientation or 

gender identity or just about any other criteria we might use to divide and exclude others from our 

family. 

It sounded radical back then, and may still sound dicey, but that is the holy craziness we are 

called to embrace. 

Let me end with another Frederick Buechner story.  It is from a sermon he gave on the 200th 

anniversary of a Congregational church in Rupert, Vermont.  He had read Psalm 23, perhaps the most 

serene and comforting lines in the Bible.  But then he shifts gears a bit and reminds that congregation 

of some of its own history. 

“In the year 1831, it seems, this church was repaired and several new additions were made. 

One of them was a new steeple with a bell in it, and once it was set in place and painted, apparently, 

an extraordinary event took place. ‘When the steeple was added,’ Howard Mudgett writes in his 

history, ‘one agile Lyman Woodard stood on his head in the belfry with his feet toward Heaven.’  

 “That's the one and only thing I've been able to find out about Lyman Woodard, whoever he 

was, but it is enough. I love him for doing what he did. It was a crazy thing to do. It was a risky thing 

to do. It ran counter to all standards of New England practicality and prudence. It stood the whole 

idea that you're supposed to be nothing but solemn in church on its head just like Lyman himself 

standing upside down on his. And it was also a magical and magnificent and Mozartian thing to do.” 
But Buechner sees more than just a crazy stunt in this . . . well, crazy stunt. 

 “If the Lord is indeed our shepherd, then everything goes topsy-turvy. Losing becomes finding 

and crying becomes laughing. The last become first and the weak become strong. Instead of life being 

done in by death in the end as we always supposed, death is done in finally by life in the end. If the 

Lord is our host at the great feast, then the sky is the limit.”  (“The Clown in the Belfry” in Secrets in the Dark, 

pp. 129-30) 

We Presbyterians may not be known for New England practicality and prudence, but we  are 

known for doing all things decently and in order.  And while that’s not necessarily a bad thing to be 

known for, sometimes faithfulness to the gospel and the way of Jesus Christ calls us to adopt some 

wild behaviors and to proclaim some crazy notions. 

May it be so. 
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