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• Last weekend, I was pleased to attend the annual Walker Percy Weekend 
back in St. Francisville, Louisiana. The weekend celebrates the life and work 
of a great 20th Century writer. In preparation for it, I began re-reading 
Percy’s second novel, The Last Gentleman. The book begins with this 
apparently unpromising start: a nameless young man is lying on the grass in 
New York’s Central Park. He is referred to anonymously, as “the engineer,” 
and as a man who is lost in thought. How odd that the author does not 
identify him in any concrete way. We also might notice a curious fact; that 
this man is resting his head upon his jacket, which is folded inside-out. 
Given this small detail, that his jacket is wrong-side-out, we may infer that the 
young man himself is in some way ‘outside-in.’ Unknown to us— he may also 
be unknown to himself. The mystery of his exterior personhood reflects the 
probable mystery of his interior identity. 

• Having bought a very expensive telescope, our young man oddly finds 
himself looking at other people in the park. Through the eyepiece, the 
engineer becomes an observer of others by means of a scientific instrument. 
Nevertheless, this approach to learning about other people, and therefore 
about himself, will never bear much fruit. For the self that he seeks is not 
accessible through scientific inquiry. 

• Walker Percy presents the young man as a cypher ~ that is, at first, he is a 
secret to us, as much as he is to himself. His life is like the proverbial blank 
canvas with its endless possibilities. But he has no freedom. Freedom only 
comes from knowing what you have to do, and then choosing to do it. And 
he does not yet know what to do. Instead, he has become a master at 
conforming to what other people think and do. A wise grandmother or 
mother will tell us, ‘remember who you are!’ Yet, struggling with bouts of 
amnesia, the engineer at times cannot remember who he is. And so he does 
not know what he has to do. For when we do not  remember who we are, we 
cannot remind ourselves of what we are called to do. 
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• Like all of us, in one way or another, this young man is on a journey ~ he is a 
kind of wayfarer through life. He is seeking to ‘get home,’ as it were. And 
‘getting home’ will only happen as a result of two things. First, he must 
become consciously aware of his quest, a quest which, for many of us, 
remains largely unconscious. And, second, he must embrace this quest, and 
pursue it intentionally. Instead of drifting toward the end of his life, and his 
inevitable physical death, he must instead seek the end of his life by 
discovering its purpose and ultimate meaning. In this way, our un-named 
engineer is the proverbial ‘everyman.’ He stands for all of us. Alienated from 
our true selves, and out of kilter with the way the world was meant to be, we 
seek to find ourselves. And we seek to discover our intended place in the 
cosmos. This is the deep quest that lies within all the small and everyday 
searches that we engage in. All along, we are absorbed with and worrying 
about little things, when we are really seeking something big. 

• Most of us have—at least briefly—experienced something like what the young 
engineer does. Having moments where we feel a kind of dislocation, and 
when we long for a greater sense of God ~ these are universal human 
experiences. To the extent that we feel disconnected from ourselves, we also 
feel disconnected from others. We can feel a yawning distance, a distance 
between the person we usually experience ourselves as being, and the 
person who we suspect that we are, deep within. 

• The Jesus whom we meet in Mark’s Gospel, and especially in our reading 
today, is the antithesis of the un-named young man at the beginning of 
Percy’s novel. Jesus knows who he is, in a way that none of us ever really 
does. And he knows his place in the world in a way that we all hope will 
become true for ourselves. In this sense, he is the odd one, the peculiar one, 
who stands apart—even when we find him amidst crowds, in synagogues, 
marketplaces and in private homes. No wonder, then, that people around 
him, and especially his own family, consider him ‘out of his mind.’ For he 
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simply does not conform. He does not conform to the ways of his 
community, and to the people around him. Indeed, he appears to expect 
them to conform to him, and to how he sees the world. He challenges them 
to be accord with the God who made everything, and who seeks to re-instill 
love and meaning within our lives. 

• Jesus embodies the fullness of being human. He exemplifies the human 
person restored, and yet also transformed toward the end we are meant to 
realize, and embody ourselves. In Mark, even the demons, those rebellious 
spirits, perceive this. They grasp his implied threat to the disorder and 
alienation that we are so accustomed to experiencing, we think of it as 
‘normal!’ Mark portrays a sharp contrast between Jesus and the authorities, 
as well as between Jesus and his own villagers and family members. These 
contrasts present us with a polarized decision that we must make: either he 
is crazy. Or we are! For the Jesus we meet in Mark does not allow any 
comfortable, supposedly Anglican ‘middle-way’ between these opposed 
alternatives. We only come to ourselves, and become sane, by coming to 
himself, and accepting his sanity. 

• We need to explore why this is such a critical decision. Especially because it 
is easy to misunderstand what Jesus says in our Gospel today. Jesus is 
talking about so much more than breaking certain rules, or about how we 
can get into trouble by crossing an important boundary. Thinking that he is 
crazy won’t in itself get us into trouble with God. Nor is there a special kind 
of sin different from any other, which carries with it the ultimate penalty. It’s 
just that if and when we dismiss him as ‘crazy,’ we are not likely to recognize 
how we ourselves are often ‘out of our minds.’ When we question the activity 
and work of God’s Spirit, we impede and even block the Spirit’s 
transforming work in our lives. 
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• Here is how Eugene Peterson translates part of what Jesus says to us 
through our Gospel reading today: “Listen to this carefully… There’s nothing 
done or said that can’t be forgiven. But if you persist in your slanders against 
God’s Holy Spirit, you are repudiating the very One who forgives, sawing off 
the branch on which you’re sitting, severing by your own perversity all 
connection with the One who forgives.”  In other words, we want to avoid 1

sawing off the branch on which we are held, and kept from falling to harm, 
below. 

• Our Gospel today is therefore about how we become Jesus’ brothers and 
sisters, and how we come to share his intimate relationship with God. We 
become his brothers and sisters when we allow his redeeming humanity to 
pervade our fallen humanity. Quite simply, we come to ourselves when we 
come to him. For, in him we ‘remember’ who we are, and who we are called 
to be. And, in discovering whose we are, we now know what we are to do.  2
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Mark 3:20-35 

The crowd came together again, so that Jesus and his disciples 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.” And the scribes who came down from Jerusalem said, “He has Beelzebul, and by 
the ruler of the demons he casts out demons.” And he called them to him, and spoke to them 
in parables, “How can Satan cast out Satan? If a kingdom is divided against itself, that 
kingdom cannot stand. And if a house is divided against itself, that house will not be able to 
stand. And if Satan has risen up against himself and is divided, he cannot stand, but his end 
has come. But no one can enter a strong man’s house and plunder his property without first 
tying up the strong man; then indeed the house can be plundered. 

“Truly I tell you, people will be forgiven for their sins and whatever blasphemies they utter; 
but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit can never have forgiveness, but is guilty of 
an eternal sin”— for they had said, “He has an unclean spirit.” 

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.” 

Notes: 

 Eugene Peterson, The Message translation of Mark 3:28-30; emphasis added.1

 See 1 Corinthians 6:19-20.2
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