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By Thomas L. Truby

Mark 9:38-50

Peace is Worth the Sacrifice!

I have been gathering sympathy all week as I told folk I had to preach on the text where Jesus tells us to cut off our hand or foot or pluck out our own eye if it offends us.  Everyone just shakes their head, says good luck and thanks God it’s not them.  

This year we decided to hire a person to wash our windows.  The person turned out to be a very conscientious twenty-five year old of Russian/Ukrainian dissent who attends the Pentecostal Church and whose family came to this country twenty-three years ago.  He is deeply committed to following Jesus, attempts to live it and is both curious and baffled by how others can read the Bible and worship the way they do.  He asked me, as he cleaned the inside of our living room window, how we could worship the way we do when the Bible so clearly spells out how to worship?  I responded by saying there are lots of ways of interpreting the Bible and different people interpret it differently.  He disagreed and said the Bible was very clear.  You just have to read what it says.   
With a playful glint in my eye I asked if a lot of people in his church walked around with one eye, one hand or one foot.  I then quoted this morning’s text and told him I had to figure out what it meant and preach on it Sunday.  Should I take this text literally or did Jesus intend for it to be interpreted?  He thought a moment, shook his head and said “That is a tough one.”  We restored our unity as Christian brothers by both agreeing our deepest commitment is to following Jesus.
What did Jesus mean?  Our text starts with the disciple John reporting to Jesus, “Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we tried to stop him, because he was not following us.”   The red letter word in John’s statement is “us.”  “We tried to stop him, because he was not following us.”  “Us” means there is a “them”, an “in” and an “out”, a circle that includes and excludes.  The disciple John lives in a divided, dichotomous world where identity is defined by who you are or are not.  He thinks Jesus lives in this world too but Jesus doesn’t.  Jesus lives in a world where none are excluded.
I suspect John is shocked when Jesus says; “Do not stop him.”  We know Jesus has just lifted up a child and talked about welcoming everyone, even children, but already the image has faded from their minds and the disciples have slipped back into their accustomed world view.  
Jesus goes on, “For no one who does a deed of power in my name will be able soon afterward to speak evil of me.”  What is a deed of power done in Jesus’ name?  Are we talking about the power a half-back displays in advancing the ball who than points to heaven implying Jesus gave him his strength?  No, when it comes to casting out demons, power has to do with influence, leadership, trust in the one you are following.  For the casting out to happen you have to believe in the name of the one who is doing the casting out.  You have to believe you are following someone who is on the right track.  And if it is Jesus you are following, you soon discover you are being changed.  In fact, the change will be so great that it will be difficult to say anything bad about Jesus thereafter.  
And there is the bigger point, still.  Jesus is saying the issue is not whether you are “in” or “out”, a part of this group or that, us or them; the critical issue is whether or not you are following me—doing what you are doing in my name.  It is the forward thrust of following Jesus that defines his disciples, not the boundaries established by who is “in” or who is “out”.  This is why I could refer to my Pentecostal friend as my brother in Christ.  Though we see things very differently, both of us are deeply committed to following Jesus.  It is our commitment to following Him that is most important not what group we were born into or been adopted by. 

There is a movement within the Christian church that has emerged in the last few years.  This movement cuts through all denominations, racial divisions, social classes and ethnic differences.  The name for this movement is the Emergent Church and the common denominator is its focus on following Jesus and Jesus alone.  Of course, what that means is being worked out in a number of ways and I am not comfortable with all of them.  But the insight animating it is following Jesus as closely as possible by keeping our eyes on him rather than paying attention to whose is in and who is out.  The whose “in” and whose “out” focus gets us looking at ourselves and each other rather than Jesus and that gets us into all kinds of trouble.  We start envying each other and discussing who is the greatest.  This movement forms around the desire to follow Jesus rather than our many pre-established boundaries.

 Who’s in and whose out is the world’s way of thinking but Jesus says, “Whoever is not against us is for us.”  If folk don’t exclude us then we are on the same side for we are the folk who don’t exclude.  Non-exclusion is one of the things that define us.  And this non-exclusion engenders deeds of power that amaze us all.  Demons are cast out when we include what the world says to exclude.  Fears are driven away, divides vanish, old “stucknesses” disappear when we include rather than exclude.  When we experience the deeds of power accomplished through inclusion, we find it hard to speak evil of Jesus who models this value for us.
Along these lines, I wonder if casting out demons is a New Testament way of talking about revealing and getting rid of old un-forgivenesses, old stucknesses and old secrets that sometimes hold families hostage for generations.  Getting rid of these demons is a deed of power because it changes those infected by it at multiple levels.  Getting rid of such things reverberates through our web of relationships and feeds health back toward us in ways we could not anticipate.  
This inclusion/exclusion thing also has an interior dimension.  Are there parts of ourselves we have excluded; painful memories we have closed the door on, things done to us or we have done to others that still hang in the air and poison our peace?  Jesus does not want us to exclude anything—even those split-off parts of ourselves.  He receives them all; he welcomes them as he welcomed the child.  Whatever we bring he embraces in his spirit of forgiveness and compassion.  In fact, this merciful receiving of us is what casts out the demons.  Maybe demons are what we exclude that then exerts power over us by virtue of their exclusion.  Jesus wants them cast out by allowing them to be exposed and embraced in his bottomless, world-absorbing love.
So here we are.  I have almost burned up my time and I haven’t even gotten to the part that everyone shakes their head about.  I will have to be brief.  The part above was really about the importance of welcoming all in Jesus name.  The next part is about what happens if we don’t.  
“If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones who believe in me, it would be better for you if a great millstone were hung around your neck and you were thrown into the sea.”  If we say to a child I want you to be like me but then we act in a way that will inevitably cause them harm, we are a stumbling block to them.  We have not welcomed them but rather blocked them.  We have set them up to fail, we have done them great harm.  In fact the harm is so great Jesus uses horrific images to get us to see it.  
Rather than explain this, I will give two examples.  The first is common and everyday.  Laura and I are walking up our street holding hands.  A little girl between two and three pushes her hands through a wire mesh fence and with a smile engages us.  My wife responds ever so sweetly and the little girl is delighted that she has made human contact.  The grandmother on the porch in a growling voice warns her away from us, teaching the little girl that non-family humans are not to be trusted or related to.  She also takes no notice of us.  What is she teaching her granddaughter about exclusion and inclusion, welcoming a stranger or being afraid?  Is the grandmother putting a stumbling block in front of grand daughter?
The next example is geopolitical.  In this country we value freedom and living at peace with our neighbor.  We say we are advocating these values in the world.  An isolated village in western Pakistan is hit by a drone delivered missile.  A child sees his friends and family members killed.  He decides he will center his life on exacting revenge.  Was the missile attack a stumbling block to this child?  Does the nation behind it bear any responsibility for creating another terrorist?  
What do we do to stop this insanity of setting up our children by modeling for them behavior that can only bring them harm?  “If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life maimed than to have two hands and to go to hell, to the unquenchable fire.”  If whatever we do, our hand in action, causes us to desire things that will cause our children and others to stumble, cut off that hand.  If where we go, the places we set foot in, set those who follow us up for failure, it is better to cut off the foot.   How many people in Syria would sacrifice a leg or hand or even an eye to get out of the hell in which they are now living?  If what we are seeing and thinking about stimulates desires that will only cause us or others grief latter on, pluck out your eye.  (Refer to the Baby Blue Cartoon)

Whatever gets in the way of following Jesus and destroys your peace, get rid of it.   Allow Jesus and Jesus alone to be the forward thrust that orients your life!  
Our lection concludes with Jesus saying, “Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with one another;” I think that means know you are salty enough and don’t need more savor.  We already have all that we need and don’t need to be in rivalry with our neighbor for anything.  We are God’s children and where it is important our neighbor doesn’t have anything that we don’t already have.  Believe this and be at peace and if you have to sacrifice something of yourself to get to that peace, do it.  Peace is even more valuable than a hand, a foot or even an eye.  Peace is worth the sacrifice.  Amen.
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