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The 17th Sunday after Pentecost
September 27, 2009

Mark 9:38-50
“A Lesson from Jesus – through three messages”
By Jerri L. Kumm, LP

     May the light of your Word so shine through my words, Father, that those who hear might know you better.


Banner County, where I grew up, had the first consolidated school in the state in l958.  My mother went to work for the school district as the secretary to the Superintendent and his entire office staff.  Because she was busy in the office, and because it was noisy, I could not get her attention when I called her “mom”.   So I began to call her Viv, as Vivian was her given name.  It stuck and I called her Viv for the rest of her life.  Well, my mom, was an intelligent women, but sometimes her brain would work faster than her tongue.  So she said things that didn’t really make a lot of sense.  We kids came to call these incidental sayings, “Vivisms”.  One day she told me that she was so busy and things were so hectic that, she was running around like a chicken with his legs cut off.  Naturally what she meant to say was a chicken with his head cut off, but that is not what she said.


Well, when I read this lesson from the Gospel of Mark, I have to say that that particular Vivism came back to me.  There is so much to tell you about this lesson, that while trying to put my thoughts down on paper, my brain was running around like a chicken with his legs cut off.


First, Jesus has to deal with his disciples who come to him to tell him that someone is casting out demons in his name though he is not of their group.  Then there is the gruesome accounting of Jesus telling his disciples that they should shed themselves of body parts rather than keep such sinful parts and end up in hell, and then there is the saltiness issue.


My question was, “which one do I choose to talk about with you?  About which one does the HS want me to preach?”  I would begin to concentrate on one part only to be interrupted in my thinking by the next part.  The answer of course is that there was only one lesson, but it came in three messages.

So, rather than cheat you of any of these important messages, I decided to speak at least briefly about all three.  Maybe in the years to come, I might have the opportunity to preach about each one in depth, but for today, let’s just get a little feeling for all three messages Jesus is trying to teach us – or at least this is how they spoke to me.

To begin, the disciples had just finished with a little controversy where they asked Jesus which of them was the greatest.  You see, they had been a member of his “society” if you will and they were feeling pretty special.  So when they saw a man casting out demons in the name of Jesus they stopped him and went to tattle on him telling Jesus that they stopped this man because he was not of their group.  After all, they were special.  Actually they were jealous of this man because he had not been with Jesus as had they.  He had not put in his time - he had not traveled with Jesus and gone through all they had – therefore, in their opinion, he was not worthy.


Jesus did not scold them for their perspective, but he pointed out that they should not have stopped the man because anyone who does something good in the name of Jesus will no longer be able to deny him.   And that anyone who offers a person even a drink of water in Jesus’ name will be rewarded for his kindness.


The disciples, though we think of them as saints, were just people like you and me with all the human frailties that we possess.  This didn’t make them any less saints, just as it doesn’t make you and me any less a saint – that is a believer in Jesus.    Because you and I sit in this church every week does not make us more “holy” than the man who lives in the mountains, has no access to a church building, and has to worship alone.

Fr. Gerry Pierse says, “Jealousy and rivalry are to be found everywhere that there are people, but in some way {jealousy and rivalry} are the special vices of religious and so called “holy” people.”   Mother Ruth will be the first person to tell you that you, YOU, are more important to the worship service than is she.  And I will agree that you are more important to my sermon than am I.  A priest cannot have Holy Communion without another person, and were I to preach and you were not here – there would be no sermon.  So, the disciples have something to learn – the man driving out demons in the name of Jesus was just as “holy” as were they and they have no reason to be jealous of him for they are all doing the work of Jesus.  

Secondly, we deal with a major theme in Mark’s Gospel - that of the battle between good and evil.  Jesus tells his disciples that should they cause the “little ones” to lose faith, it would be better for them to have a large millstone tied about their necks and be thrown into the sea.  Most scholars believe that the little ones Jesus is talking about here are not children, but those Ruth calls “baby Christians” or those just coming to understand that Jesus is the Son and believe his message.  Causing one of these new Christians to lose faith and not believe is, to Jesus, a sin worthy of death.

Then, in the same vein, Jesus goes on to say that should your hand offend you, or your foot or your eye offend you, they should be cut off or gouged out rather than retain them and go to the fires of hell.  The Greek word for “hell” here is Gehenna, which was a valley near Jerusalem where until  King Josiah, the pagan practice of child sacrifice took place. Under Josiah, however, the place was turned into a garbage dump and the garbage was burned day and night.  Because the fire was constantly fed, the fire never burned out, which is what in verse 48 Jesus uses as an analogy  to help them understand “the fire (of Hell) that burns is never put out.”

Now cutting off ones hands or feet is pretty tough language and I’d imagine that those who believe the Bible literally have some trouble with this passage.  I cannot tell you how they get their beliefs around this, but I do know that Jesus was using hyperbole, or obvious and intentional exaggeration to make a point.   You see, self mutilation was forbidden under Jewish law, so it is highly unlikely that Jesus was telling his followers to cut off body parts. He did not mean this to be taken literally.

In addition, he is not speaking about hands, or feet, or eyes at all.  He is speaking about sins - sins that one might need to get shed of before that sin drags the person into Gehenna where the fires never die and worms devour – that is decay – forever.  Therefore we must conclude that this outrageous language was merely the means by which Jesus was making his point.

In the third message of this lesson Jesus talks about the saltiness of salt.   How does salt become unsalty?  And why use salt as an example?

To understand let’s see what role salt played in the lives of the early Christians.  Salt was not only used to season food and preserve meat so that it might not spoil, it was also used on sacrifices as a means of purifying the sacrifice to make it acceptable to God.

Jesus was saying that unless the disciples rid themselves of these various and sundry sins, i.e cut off their hands and feet - they would lose their saltiness, that is there acceptability as disciples of the Word.  Now, salt is salt and does not lose its saltiness, BUT, it can become dirty, mixed with sand, and thereby become less affective – less acceptable to salt one’s sacrifice.    That is to say, sin can mix in with righteousness until only the sin is tangible.   To lose their saltiness, their acceptibility, is to lose the Spirit within them.  And let’s face if folks, without the Spirit of God, how can one go on to share the Word with others?
Now I’m getting to the place in this sermon where I’m wondering if I can pull this together and come to a conclusion.  Let me try. 

 Jesus saw that his disciples were going off the path he had in mind for them.  They were arguing about who was the greatest among them and they didn’t want outsiders to horn in on their territory.  Because of their closeness with Jesus, they thought they were special.  Jesus sets them straight in more ways than one.  And he sets us straight this morning as well.  Because we are Episcopalians we are special, right?  No, not at all.   Jesus says that anyone who does his work in his Name will be rewarded.  That means Presbyterians, Methodists, Lutherans, Roman Catholics and those who call themselves Judeo-Christians. 

Until and unless, in this regard, we put ourselves in the place of the disciples and find ourselves no holier than other Christians, we only pay lip service to the Bible and the lessons therein.  To me this is the first message of this reading.

With the second message we are told to shed ourselves of our earthly sins – to cut off those things in our lives that keep us from a personal relationship with Jesus.  Our petty desires, our selfishness, our evil – all these separate us from the love of God, which is the very definition of sin.
And thirdly, Jesus is telling us that our saltiness – our acceptability as spreaders of the Word – will suffer, and be less acceptable to God if we don’t heed the first two messages.   In other words, if we sin by thinking ourselves “better” or more Christian, or more “correct” in our belief than others who are also doing the work of Christ, then we are not doing his work at all, and we will suffer by being less salty, or less acceptable.
Jesus finishes by saying, “Have the salt of friendship among yourselves and live in peace with one another”.  With our Baptism, we are made disciples of Christ and his body, the church, he has sent us out to “do the work he has given us to do” – to spread the Word throughout our world.  And to do this, we are given the Holy Spirit as our helper and our guide.

My friends, there is a reason these readings are called  “lessons”  - today’s lesson teaches us three things.  First we are to be humble, secondly we are to repent of our earthly sins, and thirdly when we are humble and repent, we will be truly salty - acceptable to God.  Let us go forth this week with the salt of friendship among us and share Jesus with others.








AMEN

