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For reflection: God cannot catch us unless we stay in the unconscious room of our hearts."  Patrick 
Cavanaugh 
 
Gospel Reading:  Mark 11:19-24                           
Today’s gospel lesson is a story about Jesus cursing a fig tree.  Today it’s important for us to hear how 
Mark uses the story to illustrate another one. In this gospel, the story is included in the one of Jesus’ 
cleansing of the Temple.  The two stories speak to each other about what upholds religious life.  Jesus 
objected, not to Temple practice, but the fact that underlying faith had apparently gotten lost.  The fig 
tree, his illustration of Israel, died from the roots up.  The community lost its life together when it lost its 
rooted-ness in the faith, belief and forgiveness.  Our relationship with God is nurtured and encouraged 
in a life of community, as are the skills for developing and maintaining such a relationship.  It’s a 
message often lost in the hyperbole of a faith that can move mountains.  
 

And when evening came, Jesus and his disciples went out of the city.  In the morning, as they 
passed by, they saw a fig tree wither away from its roots. Then Peter remembered and said to 
him, “Rabbi, look!  The fig tree that you cursed has withered.”  Jesus answered them, “Have 
faith in God.  Truly I tell you, if you say to this mountain, ‘Be taken up and thrown into the sea’ 
and if you do not doubt in your heart, but believe that what you say will come to pass, it will be 
done for you.  So, I tell you, whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received it and 
it will be yours.” 

 
Sermon: The Original Social Media                                      
 Can you hear me now?  Can you hear me now? In the old commercial, the Test Man travels 
through remote or crowded places, checking his cell phone service.  The commercial suggests that no 
matter where you are, the Verizon network is such that you can always hear and be heard.  While we’d 
like to think the faith network works at least as well as Verizon, questions about communicating with 
God and prayer, its purposes and efficacy, suggest that we’re walking around asking “Can you hear me 
now?,” yet not getting a discernible response.  We pray, but as far as we can tell, God stopped bellowing 
from the heavens or painting signs in the sky several millennia ago, so even when we shout, it’s hard to 
tell if God can hear us.  
 Communication with God is not easy.  Of course, communicating with other humans we can see, 
hear and touch isn’t easy.  God isn’t the only one we shout at or want to.  In our nation today, there 
seems to be no sense of restraint on the part of members of any belief system, political party or 
enthusiasm about what can be said to other human beings at any volume.  Frustration has risen to such 
a point that we seem to think volume, foul language and hurtful imagery are the coin of public discourse 
– if we can't persuade people to our point of view, let's just hurt them.  Verbal brutality has taken the 
place of reasoned discourse. 

On the whole, we refuse to acknowledge that it is possible for people to both understand us 
AND disagree with us.  We decline to consider whether another's views are as complex as our own with 
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regard to the challenges facing us today.  Sometimes our most diplomatic, if deeply-flawed, assessment 
is that the other person doesn’t agree with us because they are not as smart, loving or educated as we 
are.   Our most childish assessment is that the other side started it, the other side is worse, or the other 
side doesn’t police its own.  Somehow, the public arena has devolved into a junior high playground – 
although even most of those in junior high would be appalled by such behavior on the part of their 
peers.     
 Such behaviors are a function of our basic human nature—that is, the part of our nature where 
we fall away from the divine image in which we were created and turn away from the call to live 
together in loving holy relationships.  The farther we fall, the less well we communicate.   

There are also elements of our contemporary culture that may bring our communication skills to 
an all-time low.   The rules of argument apply everywhere.  There is little, if any, opportunity for an 
exchange of ideas or feelings simply for the purpose of understanding someone else or being in 
relationship with them.  We increasingly isolate ourselves from people who don't think like we do.  
 These challenges are compounded by technology.  I walk several miles daily on the Erie Canal 
Trail, greeting everyone I see.  I get a response roughly a third of the time.  People aren’t ignoring me.  
They simply aren’t aware of my greeting through their earbuds.  Households who once got acquainted 
on long road trips now watch DVD’s, listen to iPods and otherwise travel in common, if unshared, space.  
Many people prefer email to phone calling or speaking face to face. At least a dozen times each month, I 
type the sentence, "This is not an email conversation. Let's talk.”  Email, Facebook and Twitter do not 
reveal nuances of voice, expression and posture to guide responses to how someone is feeling, not just 
the content of the message.   They strip us of responsibility for being aware of or acknowledging the 
feelings of the recipient.  Once we click "send,” the message is beyond our control and out there for 
everyone to see even if we have marked it "private.”  Too often, however, we are just as happy if our 
message gets a wider audience, believing it ramps up the pressure on the intended recipient to do what 
we want.  Electronic media allow a form of bullying that is not limited to young people.    
 No one here is a Luddite.  Modern technology bears many gifts, but also many challenges.  Our 
call is to live in the world we have, but to live in it faithfully and well.    On those occasions when that 
technology contributes to our cutting off relationships with one another, accidentally or not, our faith 
calls us again and again to restore the human community.  We need community and we need to learn 
and re-learn how to build it and live in it. 
 “Communication” and “community” both come from the same root meaning “to participate in” 
and to “share.” Not “talk.”  Not “listen.”  Not “persuade.”  Not “debate.”  There is no community 
without communication and no communication without community.  
 So how do we improve our communications skills and strengthen our relationships?  We are 
intentional about laying down our forensic weapons of debate.  We set aside time to turn off TV’s, 
computers and music.  We practice being together and being present to one another.  We talk to our 
spouses, our brothers and sisters, our parents, our children, our neighbors (or at least learn their 
names), our co-workers, our fellow students…about everything or nothing. We listen, not planning what 
we will say next or evaluating flaws in an argument.  We play games.  We eat together.  The only gain we 
seek in being together is to know and be known.  I used the word “practice” intentionally.  It’s not easy.  
Yet, as we practice being present to one another, we will also begin to experience folk being present to 
us in new ways – ways that validate us without evaluating us; ways that value us without making a 
demand or create an expectation.  So it is that community grows.       
 What does all that have to do with communicating with God?  John Calvin wrote that the better 
humans know themselves the better they come to understand God.  That is not to reduce God to our 
size, but helps us understand our place, our roles, and our limits in a relationship with God.  It’s little 
wonder, given our struggles to connect with people all around us, we can lose our sense of connection 
with the divine.   Calvin’s words suggest that if we want to improve our communications with God, our 
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faith and prayer lives, we may begin in the concrete present of our human community, for just as we 
have gotten away from the habit of relating to those around us without agenda, so we have departed 
from relating to God without agenda.    As we practice new (or old) ways of being present to one 
another, we also practice new (or old) ways of being present to God and letting God be present to us.    
Those ways are the original social media – prayer and communicating directly with other human beings.  
   It is also true, that in a world of individualism and cafeteria spirituality, we also often lose touch 
with the idea that being present to God in community is different than, and as necessary as 
encountering the divine in private practice. Just as families develop ways for being together that form 
them into something larger than a group of individuals sharing the same house, so do communities of 
faith. Joined together with a body of the faithful in meditation and prayer, worship and praise, we can 
experience the reality of a presence larger than our own, a body larger than our own, a power larger 
than our own. 
 Which brings us to a third word that comes from the same root as “communication” and 
“community” – “communion”—meaning both a sacred meal and an intimate fellowship.  Like all the 
other families of the earth, this family eats together.  In the eating, we are known and know, 
encountering one another and the living God in our midst through the breaking of bread and the sharing 
of a cup.     
 In rhythms of building our human communities of family, friendship, workplace, school and 
congregation, through private reflections and corporate meditation, we can find our sense of God’s 
presence and caring growing and becoming ever stronger—in our world, in those around us and in 
ourselves.  As we experience our lives to be ones that live and move and have their being in God, we’ll 
no longer feel the need to shout toward a distant heaven “Can you hear me now?”   

Encountering God in the here and now of our lives, we may sense the response to our prayers of 
thanksgiving, of healing, for justice, for need, for peace.  Steeped in the presence of God, we can know 
that we are heard, cared about and fed – a knowledge that may indeed move mountains of doubt, fear 
and despair.   By the mutually nourishing cycles of prayer and human communication, we are 
empowered again to turn to the human community, in relationship with it, working for the peace, 
justice, mercy and human dignity for which we pray.      
 
 
 
 

 


