
The Other Side 

Mark 4:35-5:2 

 

A sermon preached by Phil Bender 

At The First Mennonite Church, Vineland, ON 

November 10, 2013 

 

 Jesus can’t stay home. He’s restless, he’s a wanderer.  Jesus’ home is over here,  

 

on this side--the Palestine side--of the sea of Galilee.  And Jesus should stay on this side 

of the sea, because, according to the story so far in Mark, he has lots to do here, on this 

side.  There are crowds of sick to heal.  There are disciples to teach.  There are fences to 

mend with the religious leaders. There is his own family to care for.    

But Jesus can’t stay home.  “Let us go across to the other side,” he tells his 

disciples, at the end of a demanding day.  And so they get into a boat, and cross the sea, 

to the other side.   

Why?  It’s puzzling why Jesus should cross over to the other side of the sea, not 

only because he has work on this side to do, but also because the other side is a risky, 

dangerous place.  The other side of the sea is alien territory, the land where the Gentiles 

live.  It’s “the other side of the social and spiritual tracks,” the haunt of unclean pigs, and 

spirits, and tombs, and death.  The other side is the land of The Other, personified by the 

wild, naked demon-possessed man who rushes out screaming and flailing his chains 

when Jesus steps ashore.   



But Jesus seems not to fear The Other Side, and when this strange and threatening 

man runs at him he remains calm. A bit like on our first day in 2004 in China, when I was 

a stranger and a tea lady calmly met me. 

We had arrived in China’s capital Beijing very late on a Saturday evening in July, 

2004.   I woke up early the next morning, craving my usual caffeine fix.  So I wandered 

out of our hotel looking for a café.  I knew exactly two words of Chinese:  “Ni hao,” or 

“hello,” and “cha,” for “tea.”  A few blocks away I found a tiny café that was open.  As I 

entered, the other people there glanced up warily.  This was pretty clearly not a place 

where they were used to seeing foreigners. 

Soon a waitress came, but she didn’t say anything, she just stood there.  So I 

screwed up my courage. “Ni hao,” I smiled, and then added, “Cha.”  She looked puzzled.  

So I repeated, a little more nervously, “Cha,” and used the gesture for “drink”. 

Without speaking, he waitress disappeared.  She soon returned with a small cup of 

steaming brown liquid.  It was Cha.  I drank it quickly and wanted another.  The waitress 

wasn’t coming back, so I found her, held out my cup, and with my eyes I begged, “Please, 

another.”   Again, without a word she turned away, and in a minute was back with a 

second cup. 

And then it was time to pay.  I had no idea how much I owed.  So I pulled out a 

few Chinese bank notes, maybe 2 or 3 dollars worth, and handed them to her.  She shook 

her head—“No.”  Again I offered her the money. This time, a more abrupt, non-verbal  

“No.” I didn’t know the word for “thank you,” so I just did this….hoping she’d sense my 

gratitude. 



That waitress didn’t travel far across that café floor, maybe 20 feet, not like me, 

who had just travelled 12,000 miles to go to the other side of the world.  But in the 

context of her life, she had made a journey to the other side.  I was The Other-- a stranger, 

a foreigner, different skin color, unfamiliar language, obviously a westerner, representing 

the power and wealth of the West.  Did she feel some unease when I came into her cafe?  

Possibly.  But that did not stop her from serving me.  And—instead of charging me an 

exorbitant price for that tea, which she could have easily done—she gave it to me free, 

she treated me like a special guest. 

Treating strangers as special guests is not what we’re usually taught to do.  

Growing up, I remember my aunt telling me, “Philip, do not talk to strangers.”  Or if you 

do talk to them, don’t get too friendly with them.  That’s what Gus Portokalos believed.  

Gus was the proud patriarch of an ethnic Greek Chicago family, in the 2004 film My Big 

Fat Greek Wedding.  It’s a film that Julie and I enjoyed discussing with our Chinese 

students.  Gus believed that there are two kinds of people in this world—as he puts it, 

“there’s Greeks, and there’s everyone else who wishes they was Greek.”  So naturally he 

is shocked when his daughter Toula starts dating a tall, shaggy, very unGreek man named 

Ian Miller.  “Ian Miller?” father Gus exclaims.  “What kind of a name is Ian Miller?   

He’s not Greek, he’s a Xeno--a xeno with big, long hair on top of his head!”   

That’s X-E-N-O, xeno, which in Greek means “stranger, foreigner, The Other.”  

Xeno is the root of the word xenophobia, which is intense fear or hatred of strangers.  

China has had its spasms of xenophobia.  Western missionaries there were once known as  

“foreign devils.”  We have xenophobia closer to home.   In some places in North 

America, since Sept. 11, 2001, if you have darker skin, and speak with an accent, and 



have a strange-sounding name, and believe in Allah, you might be on the receiving end of 

some xenophobia. 

But Jesus doesn’t consider the “xeno,” The Other, as someone to be avoided and 

feared.  In fact, he seeks The Other out.  He leaves his own, on this side, and crosses to 

the other side of the sea, where the Other lives.  Why?  Maybe because Jesus has 

something to do there?  Maybe because he wants to extend hospitality and healing to 

people beyond his own kind?  Maybe because Jesus’ mission is to exchange xenophobia 

for xenophilia—care for, love for, the stranger, the Other--because God is a xenophilic 

God?   

That, at least, is what that tea lady showed me—xenophilia, by treating me as a 

special guest—and in China she wasn’t the only one, during our 9 years of being 

strangers.  When we’d ride the crowded buses, it wasn’t unusual for Chinese to give us 

their seats.  (One of the first friends we made was with a woman who insisted we take her 

seat…she end up inviting us to her wedding.)  When Julie was traveling to visit other 

Mennonite teachers in a pastoral care role, she would meet people in these unfamiliar 

cities who would take her to her destination in their own car.  When we would invite our 

students out for meals, it would be quite common for them to jump up from the table and 

run off to pay the bill, even though they were quite poor, even though we had invited 

them.  It was humbling to receive so much hospitality, so much xenophilia, from Chinese 

strangers.  And in our experience, receiving hospitality, and extending it, not only could 

break down barriers of language and culture, and transform strangers into friends.  It 

could also lead to sharing about deeper things, spiritual things.   



We should be warned, however--pushing out our natural human circles to include 

The Other sometimes can produce a storm.  When Jesus embarks on his journey from this 

side of the sea to the other side, he runs straight into a storm.   

Sara Miles knows something about this kind of storm.  Sara is an American 

journalist, who was raised by devoutly atheistic parents.  While covering the civil wars in 

Central America in the 1980s, she watched priests giving bread and wine to poor peasants, 

and heard them talk about “the body and blood of Christ.” She tells her story in the book, 

Take this Bread.  She later moved to San Francisco, and one day wandered into St. 

Gregory’s Episcopal Church, because she liked the architecture.  A worship service was 

happening.  The priest offered her holy communion, and she accepted it. That ‘s when it 

happened.   Like a lightning bolt to her soul, she immediately felt the presence of Jesus.  

That bread and wine led to her conversion.  It also led her into a storm. 

  St. Gregory’s church was situated on the side of a hill.  On the other side was a 

poor neighborhood.  Having been fed by the body of Christ, Sara felt called to feed 

people.  She thought that a food pantry would be a good way for her church to do mission, 

a constructive way to connect with The Other Side.  She also believed that the pantry 

should be located not in a spare room but right in the sanctuary, around an expensive 

hand-crafted altar that had inscribed on it the words from the gospels, “He welcomes 

sinners and eats with them.” As you might expect, Sara’s food bank idea aroused quite a 

storm: “What about the damage to our building?  What will the neighbors say?  What if 

hundreds of people come?  What if they aren’t really poor?  What if thieves come back to 

steal?  What if they speak Russian or Chinese?”  But Sara braved the storm, and got her 

food bank, right there in the sanctuary. And, like the demon-possessed man whom Jesus 



meets, and welcomes, on The Other Side, many people were transformed, not only 

among the colorful parade of folks from the other side of the hill who came for the food, 

but also the St. Gregory’s congregation. 

I’ve known MCC and mission workers who’ve faced tempests in their families, 

because of their life choices:. ”Why do you have to go overseas…you can do mission and 

service right here at home.”  It can feel like sailing on choppy waves when we invite 

people we don’t know very well into our homes, to share food, and friendship.  In the 

church, it can rock the boat when we try to be more inclusive of people who are different. 

But Jesus isn’t afraid of the storm—he’s blissfully asleep, he seems to take the 

storm in stride, as just something you run into when you travel to The Other Side.  And 

when his terrified disciples cry out, “Jesus, this storm is killing us, we should never have 

set out on this journey, we can’t make it, save us!,” Jesus awakes, and says, “Don’t be 

afraid, this storm won’t hurt you, we’ll get through it, don’t be afraid, because I am here.”  

And they get to the other side, and there is peace. 

I don’t know where The Other Side is, here in Vineland, or what form the xeno, 

The Other takes.  Maybe The Other Side is a country far away (like China), that needs 

help.  Maybe it’s a place close by, a neighborhood across the tracks.  Maybe The Other is 

new immigrants from afar, or needy parents, or a kid in school who needs a friend.  

Maybe The Other someone estranged from our own family, or someone on the margin of 

our church family.  Maybe The Other is someone with a name that doesn’t quite fit, like 

Ian Miller.  But I’d guess you have some idea where The Other Side is, and who The 

Other is who lives there.   



And when you and I have the courage, and the faith, to go to The Other Side, and 

to risk a storm to bring a gesture of hospitality, a touch of healing, a word of hope to the 

people living there, we’ll be imitating in a small way what God has done for us.  Because 

you and I were once the xeno, The Other, living as aliens and strangers, on The Other 

Side.  And God has braved the storm to come here, to this side, to embrace us, and 

welcome us, and offer us a free gift, like that Chinese waitress—and to lead us into a 

family of sisters and brothers who were also The Other.  Coming to our side was God’s 

mission.  Extending that love to The Other Side is our mission. 

And God will give us the resources we need for the journey.  In the summer of 

2009 we visited the rural home of our godson Kent (one of the several Chinese students 

who became godchildren).  The year before, Kent’s home was destroyed in a devastating 

earthquake that killed 70,000 people.  Kent’s parents and several relatives were now 

living cramped together in a damp, dark shed.  The only hotel that accepted foreigners 

was very expensive, so Kent insisted we stay with him.  No, he assured us it would not be 

too much trouble, and yes, there was enough room.  And no matter that 4 other friends  

were also going to stay for night.  So we got there, and soon his mother produced a 

sumptuous dinner of more than a dozen dishes from her tiny wood-fire stove.  Later, beds 

somehow materialized for everyone.  Next morning Kent cheerfully announced, “We 

have lots of room here—there was still an extra bed.”  Experiencing such lavish 

hospitality in that poor home reminded me of that young boy who comes to Jesus with a 

measly 5 loaves and 2 fish.  And Jesus tells his skeptical disciples, “Take that and go feed 

that crowd.”  And at the end of the day, 12 baskets are left over.  When you and I have 



the faith and courage and caring to set out to The Other Side, God will multiply our 

efforts and give us all that we need. 

And when we do meet The Other, we just might find that The Other is really not 

so scary after all.  That film, My Big Fat Greek Wedding, ends, as you might expect, with 

the good Greek girl Toula marrying the xeno Ian Miller.  But by then, something has 

begun to happen to fearful, xenophobia father Gus.  “You know,” Gus proudly informs 

the guests, during his wedding speech, “the root of the word ‘Miller’ is a Greek word.  

‘Miller’ come from the Greek word ‘milo,’ which  means ‘apple.’  As many of you 

know,” he continues, “our name, Portokalos, comes from the Greek word ‘portokali,’ 

which means ‘orange.’ So, okay?  Here tonight, we have, ah, apple and orange.  We all 

different, but in the end, we all fruit.” 

All fruit, Chinese or Canadian, black or white,  red or brown, higher or lower 

class—no more The Other, but all children of the same God.  It’s the God who crossed 

the sea to us, in Jesus.  And Jesus now calls us to follow him to The Other Side, with 

hospitality, and caring, and xenophilia..  And when we do, we’ll find that Jesus is already 

over there, waiting for us. 

      --Philip Bender 


